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 3013: SPELLBOUND 
 
    Agreeing to live on Earth with his sister might have been the biggest mistake of Sentry Xi Moonmist’s very long life. Far away from his home world, he has no duties to perform, no job to do. He has no purpose. Worse, his magic is fading, turning against him, and even the smallest of spells has unpredictable consequences. 
 
    Everything changed for Cynda Vargas the day her fathers died. Left alone with a jealous mother and two spoiled sisters, she’s known nothing but loneliness and neglect for years. An infertile human female, rejected from the Academy, an embarrassment to her family, she has no time to dream when she’s simply trying to survive.  
 
    The path to happily-ever-after isn’t an easy one, but when fate brings these two lost souls together, all it takes is one kiss and a little magic to leave them both completely spellbound.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
    The world had changed in the year 3013. 
 
    Earth rebuilt their civilization after the Alien Wars ravaged the planet and an unknown virus nearly wiped out the entire population, but nothing could ever bring back what once was. A new age of mankind was born, but some of the edicts set forth for humans to survive have become obsolete in the ever-changing universe. 
 
    What fate has in store is uncertain, though, one constant is clear. In a cosmos filled with endless possibilities, love is the ultimate prize. Warriors from every species search the stars for love, and they will risk all to fight for those who hold their hearts. But danger is always present when worlds collide. As new challenges arise, all the known races must adapt and learn from their allies. However, not all desire peace, or to live in harmony.  
 
    And as a new year dawns, the battle for the future has only begun… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    “Oh, my stars. Can you believe this place?” 
 
    “Come off it. You know the Brightons are rolling in credits.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true, and Commander Brighton is so handsome.” 
 
    “Too bad he’s already mated to that shrew from Xenthian.” 
 
    Stepping out of the shuttle behind her twin sisters, Cynda Vargas combed her hair forward so that it effectively obscured the star tattooed near the corner of her right eye. As she followed her siblings up the wide, stone steps to the front doors, she kept her head down, but couldn’t resist sneaking glances at the opulent mansion through her lashes.  
 
    It really was an incredible piece of architecture with towering columns and windows that shimmered in the morning sun. From its place atop the hill, it could be seen from pretty much anywhere in Light City. Yet, she’d never appreciated just how vast the structure really was until now.  
 
    “I heard his mate has a couple of brothers,” Anise whispered as she reached out for the glowing button set into a silver panel beside the double doors. “I mean, they’re not exactly Brightons or Harts, but—” 
 
    “They’re still part of the family,” Sage agreed, a devious gleam in her sapphire blue eyes. “I wonder if we’ll meet them today.” 
 
    Cynda bit the inside of her cheek to smother her smile. She’d been hoping to meet a Xenon ever since the Alliance had learned about their existence. When she’d heard there were several on the planet, living right there in her city, she could hardly believe it. For months, she’d poured over every scrap of information she could find on the race, learning all about their home world, their culture, and their language.  
 
    Of course, her language converter made that last bit kind of redundant, but she’d been so fascinated by Xenthian and its people, she’d wanted to know everything. They were said to be beautiful, almost ethereally so, with the bonded males nearly twice the size of their unmated counterparts. The public archives had been vague on the details about the increased size of these males, but she’d deduced it had something to do with soulmates—a Xenon’s destined companion chosen for them by the fates.  
 
    “I hear footsteps.” Anise glanced at her twin with a giddy smile. “This is really happening.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they denied our request in the first place. Don’t they know who we are?” Sage demanded with a disgusted snort. She turned her head to stare at Cynda over her shoulder. “Try not to embarrass us.” 
 
    Cynda bowed her head lower and pressed her lips together into a thin line. What could she say when her very existence was a constant source of humiliation for her family?  
 
    The twins may have been born infertile like her, but both had received high marks during their aptitude testing. They had also been accepted into the Academy. While their careers as elites had been somewhat lackluster, they still had a lot more privileges and freedoms than ordinary civilians.   
 
    Much to their mother’s dismay, the genetic enhancements hadn’t produced any extrasensory abilities in her sisters. The injections had, however, made them both perfect in virtually every other way from their golden hair to their hourglass figures. Even hidden beneath the Alliance’s standard black-and-gray uniform, their bodies were visible works of art. 
 
    Cynda fidgeted with the sleeve of her faded black dress. She wasn’t as tall as her siblings, and she didn’t have their enviable curves since she’d never received the enhancements. As such, Sage’s old dress fell around her thin frame in a lifeless ocean of fabric.   
 
    That wasn’t their only physical differences, either. Instead of hair the color of spun gold, Cynda’s long locks were dark as midnight, contrasting horribly with her pale complexion. Where her sisters’ eyes shined like sapphires, her eyes were a dull, forgettable blue and far too big for her mousy face. 
 
    The double doors with their intricate stained glass swung inward, and a petite female with dark hair and delicate features stepped up to the threshold. “Hello, I am Jael, Commander Brighton’s mate. You must be the Vargas sisters.” 
 
    She spoke pleasantly enough, but her smile strained at the edges, and her lavender eyes held a hardness that belied her words. To anyone paying attention, it was obvious she wasn’t happy about their arrival, and honestly, Cynda couldn’t blame her. The trials for the infertility drug designed by Hart Pharmaceuticals wouldn’t begin for months yet, and they certainly wouldn’t be held in the commander’s home.  
 
    But whatever Anise and Sage wanted, they usually got. Since their fathers had been decorated heroes who had died in the service of the Alliance, their last name opened a lot of doors—both metaphorical and literal. It also didn’t hurt that one of their grandfathers had been a respected regent who still wielded a lot of influence, even after his retirement. 
 
    When news had spread about the development of a drug to cure infertility in human females caused by the Zyphir virus, the twins had demanded access to it immediately. Naturally, their mother had agreed, and it had taken only a few vid calls from their grandfather to make that selfish request a reality.  
 
    Taking a step back from the doorway, Jael waved her hand to indicate they should enter. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll be conducting the tests down in the laboratory. You were informed that the process can take several hours, correct? Will you be comfortable in your uniforms for the duration?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a problem,” Anise answered with a hint of impatience. “We brought a change of clothes and a few things to keep us occupied.” 
 
    Sage gave a nod of solidarity, then turned to Cynda. “Where are our bags?” 
 
    “In the shuttle.” 
 
    Her sister arched an eyebrow at her. “Well, don’t just stand there. Get them.” 
 
    “Oh, I can have someone take care of that.” Peering around the twins, Jael gave Cynda a warm smile. “One of my brothers would be happy to help.” 
 
    Anise eyes lit up at the mention of the Xenon males, but Sage shook her head. “Thank you, but it’s really okay. Cynda doesn’t mind.” There was pure, icy threat in her tone when she continued. “Do you, Cynda?” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind.”  
 
    Backing down the steps, she made sure to keep her tone light and her smile untroubled. She knew what was expected of her. She knew not to speak out of turn, cause a scene, or embarrass the family. It was better to just keep her head down and not make waves.   
 
    Life was much easier when she just did what she was told. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    If one more word came out of his brother’s mouth, Xi was going to kill him. Not hurt. Not grievously injure. He was going to straight up murder him.  
 
    He loved his siblings more than anything else in the universe, but all four of them living under the same roof was probably the worst idea they’d ever had. As the eldest, it was his duty to look after them, protect them. It was also his job to make sure they didn’t get into trouble or do anything that would reflect poorly on their race as a whole. 
 
    So far, he’d at least succeeded in that task, but by the ancestors, they were driving him mad. It seemed like every day, Syrie found something new to hate about Earth. She didn’t like the food, the animals, the flowers, or how humans put frozen cubes of water in their tea. The electrical lights in the mansion gave her a headache. The conditioned air made her skin itch.  
 
    The complaints never ended. 
 
    Jael’s mood swings were giving him whiplash. He’d never met another creature who could go from laughter to tears in the span of seconds. One moment, she’d be giggling over something her mate had said, then the next, she’d start raging because someone had eaten the last slice of cheese from the food console.  
 
    Since she was with child, he supposed her volatile emotions were to be expected. Moreover, there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it except tread lightly around his baby sister. 
 
    Then, there was Osian. Unlike Syrie, his brother loved everything about their new home. Even the simplest things amazed him, like the color of the sky or the texture of the grass. He wanted to do everything, try everything, and his enthusiasm usually led to calamity. Six times, he’d set the kitchen on fire. Twice, he’d ignited the back deck, and no one, including Osian, was really sure how.  
 
    For three days, he’d been obsessed with something called a “croissant,” and if he didn’t shut up about it, Xi was going to lose it.  
 
    In a moment of insanity, he had promised Jael that they would all stay for as long as she needed them. If had known then how hard it would be to keep that vow, he probably would have kept his lips sealed.  
 
    Worse than Jael’s waspishness, Syrie’s constant complaints, or Osian’s unwavering excitement was the unending boredom. On Xenthian, he commanded dozens of sentries in the royal guard. There were always borders that needed patrolling, guests who needed an escort, training to oversee, and orders to be given.  
 
    Now, he had no duty, no purpose, no direction. As the days stretched into weeks, his restlessness grew, and every morning he fought the urge to board the nearest vessel and return home. He knew Jael would understand. She wouldn’t hold it against him, but he’d made a promise, and not once in almost four thousand years had he ever gone back on his word. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t wait for Luke to get his pharmaceutical empire operational again so they could all return to Xenthian and their regularly scheduled lives. 
 
    “Too bad we don’t have any pickles,” Osian mused as he finished assembling the sandwiches on the kitchen counter. It was one of the few tasks they’d found for him to do that didn’t end in disaster. “I read that pregnant females on Earth love pickles.” 
 
    “Our sister isn’t human.” Picking up one of the plates, Xi stared down at the sandwich and frowned. “What’s a pickle?” 
 
    His brother shrugged. “No idea, but I bet it’s delicious.” 
 
    “Pickles are phallic-shaped vegetables soaked in something called vinegar.” Syrie gave a little shudder as she entered the kitchen. “I don’t think we should try them. They’re probably toxic.” 
 
    While Osian had adopted the casual, human attire Luke preferred, Syrie was dressed in the jade green tunic and tall boots they all wore as sentries on the Southern Isle. She had even completed the ensemble by strapping a set of golden daggers to her hips.  
 
    As for Xi, he’d discovered he quite enjoyed the leather pants preferred by males of some of the other races. He also kept a small blade in a special loop on the inside of his right boot. It was smart to be prepared, but he didn’t feel the need to be as excessive as his sister. 
 
    “Who do you think is going to attack us in the house?” Osian asked, giving voice to Xi’s thoughts. “You should try to relax, sister.” 
 
    “And you should try to take things more seriously,” she countered. 
 
    “I take things seriously!” 
 
    Marching up to him, Syrie poked her finger in the center of his chest and sneered at the white T-shirt depicting a rock. That was it. Just a damn rock. Xi didn’t know what the words beneath it said, and it was unlikely Osian did, either. No doubt, it was something stupid.  
 
    “My mistake,” Syrie said dryly. “I must have been thinking of some other reckless idiot.” 
 
    And they were off, trading insults that gradually increased in both volume and creativity. It wasn’t surprising considering the pair couldn’t be in the same room lately without bickering. It was, however, exhausting. 
 
    Shaking his head, Xi took two plates from the counter and carried them to the lift that descended into the basement lab. Luke and Jael had been down there all morning, overseeing treatment for a couple of infertile females, and he doubted either of them had eaten since breakfast. Luke could take care of himself, but Jael’s crankiness always seemed worse when she was hungry. 
 
    That, and it was a ready excuse to get away from Syrie and Osian.  
 
    He hoped the other humans had already departed. While he didn’t dislike Earth the way Syrie did, he did make it a point to avoid interactions with the natives whenever possible. Not just the Earthlings, but the Krytos, Helios, and Tarins as well. He particularly disliked the Reema. 
 
    The D’Aire were okay, he guessed. 
 
    The lift slowed to a stop with a quiet chime, and the door slid open onto a cavernous, sterile room that smelled slightly of leather and soap. Winding his way through the dozen or so workstations, he frowned at the various beeps and buzzes coming from the data units.  
 
    He was damn proud of his baby sister, and he knew her research would change countless lives, but that didn’t mean he actually understood it. Honestly, when she tried to explain it to him, it kind of made his head hurt. 
 
    Continuing toward the corner office at the back of the lab, he slowed his footsteps and grunted. It wasn’t Jael that was making his temples throb now. It wasn’t big scientific words that made the muscles in his back knot.  
 
    Rolling his shoulders, he took another step. His pulse jumped. Another step, and a current of electricity sped down his spine. One more, and his mouth turned as dry as the deserts on the Western Isle.  
 
    His stomach twisted. His chest constricted. His vision dimmed at the corners. 
 
    Setting the lunch plates down on the nearest lab table, he changed directions and headed for the exam rooms that lined the far wall. There was something in one of those rooms, something he needed to find. He couldn’t say what exactly, but it called to him, beckoned him like a shining beacon on a stormy sea.  
 
    As he approached the door at the end of the row, the markings on his arms began to shimmer with an iridescent light that pulsed in time with his heartbeat. The closer he came, the more brightly the light shined. Whatever he was looking for, it was beyond that door. It was… 
 
    The opaque glass door slid open, and two females—identical from their honey-colored crowns to their matching black boots stepped across the threshold. They stopped, their eyes big and filled with appreciation as they stared up at him. 
 
    “Hello,” the one on the left greeted. “You must be one of Jael’s brothers.” 
 
    He nodded in confirmation but barely glanced at her. The strange magic had led him there still called to him, waiting just out of sight. 
 
    “I’m Anise Vargas, and this is my sister, Sage,” the female continued. 
 
    Xi grunted and took another step toward the room. Jael would kill him for being rude to her patients, but he didn’t have time for distractions.  
 
    Possibly realizing his disinterest, the second female huffed and angled herself so that she could stare into the room as well. “Hey,” she barked. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Sorry. Coming!” Without warning, the tiniest female he’d ever seen—even smaller than Jael—darted through the doorway with a harried expression and barreled right into him.  
 
    Xi reached out for her when she stumbled backwards, but his reaction was slow, his movement sluggish, and he gripped only air as the beauty tumbled to the floor.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, staring up at him with big, gorgeous blue eyes that rendered him utterly speechless. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.” 
 
    Finding some semblance of control, Xi bent at the waist and offered her a hand, frowning when she flinched away. “I won’t hurt you,” he promised in a soft, coaxing voice he’d used with his siblings when they’d been young. “I would never hurt you.” 
 
    A sweet blush stained her cheeks, but she smiled up at him as she reached for his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    The moment their fingers touched, a sharp, stabbing pain punched him right in the back of the skull. Not wanting to frighten her further, he gritted his teeth against the onslaught and focused on keeping his grip gentle and nonthreatening.  
 
    “I am Xithendeal Moonmist.” Once she was on her feet, he pulled her closer, cradling her small hand in both of his own. “You may call me, Xi.” 
 
    “I…I…” 
 
    May the ancestors have mercy on him. Even swathed in that shapeless, ugly dress, the female was the most stunning creature in all the universe. A waterfall of ebony hair fell over one shoulder in a tumble of shiny curls that only highlighted the perfection of her fair skin. She was a petite thing with dainty, delicate features and rosy lips that practically begged to be kissed, but he didn’t dare. Not until whatever darkness raged within him had passed. 
 
    “Can you tell me your name, fayah?”  
 
    “My name?” Her brow furrowed, creating a shallow crease over the bridge of her nose. “I…it’s…” 
 
    Maybe she’d hit her head when she’d fallen. Jael had warned him that humans were exceedingly fragile, and this female appeared even less resilient than others he’d met. He should get Luke to examine her. Yes, that was what he’d do. Luke would make sure she was okay, then Xi would do whatever was necessary to ensure nothing ever harmed her again. 
 
    The one who had introduced herself as Anise gave an impatient huff from beside him. “Come on,” she snapped. “I’m ready to go home.” She grabbed Xi’s mate by her free wrist and jerked, making her stagger several steps before she could regain her balance. “Let’s. Go.” 
 
    Xi growled, condemning words on the tip of his tongue, but before he could utter them, another stab of pain dropped him to one knee on the cold tiles. His grip faltered, and his mate’s arm slid through his fingers as she was pulled away from him. The female didn’t struggle as she was rushed out of the lab, but she did look over her shoulder, holding Xi’s gaze until she disappeared from sight. 
 
    Stars, he didn’t even know her name.  
 
    “Xi!” Crouching in front of him on the floor, Jael cradled his face in both hands as she looked him over with a discerning eye. “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” He held his right hand up and stared down at the length of silver chain that had slipped from his mate’s wrist when she’d been dragged away from him. “Who was that?” 
 
    “The Vargas twins?” 
 
    Xi shook his head. “The other one. The beautiful one.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. They called her Cynda, but I don’t know who she is.” Jael’s lips turned down at the corners, and she shook her head. “Are you sure you’re okay? Did something happen with her?” 
 
    His head spun, and his vision dimmed, but he offered her a thin, reassuring smile. “Fate happened, sister.” 
 
    The words came out sluggish and slurred, then without warning, he toppled onto his side and fell into darkness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Cynda stared through the window over the sink, lost in a daydream as she dragged a soapy sponge around the dinner plate in her hand. Of course, the kitchen had every amenity her family could ever want, including the latest model dishwasher.  
 
    However, according to her mother, the machine always left spots on the wine glasses, and the low hum it made when it was running gave her headaches.   
 
    The appliance worked just fine in Cynda’s opinion, and her mother’s rejuvenation pod made a hell of a lot more noise, but she didn’t argue. She never argued. Just like she hadn’t protested when her sisters had dragged her out of the lab at Commander Brighton’s house.  
 
    She should have said something. She should have stood up to them. Only, she didn’t understand why she’d wanted to stay so badly. It had just been a feeling of familiarity, a niggling voice in the back of her head, and it had all started when Xi Moonmist had held her hand.  
 
    Stars, she’d acted like such a fool, unable to form thoughts, let alone complete sentences. He had been polite, but she’d seen the way he had looked at her, like she was one nacelle short of a jump drive.  
 
    Yet, that didn’t stop her lips from curving into a grin when she thought about him. His skin had been so warm, so soft, and when he’d spoken, she’d felt completely at ease. For the first time since her fathers had died, she felt wanted. She’d felt…safe.  
 
    Oh, and he’d been every bit as lovely as the details in the archives had described. His complexion had held a hint of sun, and she’d loved the way his dark hair had brushed against the tops of his shoulders in messy waves. It was his eyes that captivated her, though, those deep pools of pale gray that seemed to stare directly into her soul.  
 
    There had been kindness in his tone, tenderness, and maybe just a trace of longing. Although, the last was most likely wishful thinking on her part. After all, what could he possibly see in her, especially when compared to her sisters? It was more likely that he’d simply felt sorry for her.  
 
    Maybe all the Xenon were that kind. His sister, Jael, had been exceptionally welcoming. Not once had she treated Cynda as if her very presence was something shameful that needed to be locked away and hidden.  
 
    Xi had called her fayah. She’d scoured the language database for any mention of the word, but she still didn’t know what it meant. The way it had wrapped around her like a caress had made it sound like an endearment. Then again, every word he’d uttered had felt like that. For all she knew, he could have been calling her a slug.  
 
    It was just a dream, a stupid fantasy. She didn’t belong anywhere, and certainly not with someone like Xi. What did she even have to offer him? He was a warrior, and all she knew how to do was cook and clean. According to her mother, she didn’t even do that well.  
 
    Besides, it wasn’t as if she’d ever see him again.  
 
    The doorbell rang.  
 
    Drying her hands, she moved cautiously to the entryway, pausing near the wall that divided the kitchen from the family room. While she waited for her mother to open the door, she reached for the bracelet on her left wrist, then pursed her lips when her fingertips encountered only damp skin. She still couldn’t believe she’d lost the trinket, and worse, she didn’t even know where to start looking for it.  
 
    The front door swung inward without a sound, and all thoughts of her missing bracelet vanished. Clapping a hand over her mouth to stifle her gasp, she took a hurried step back, retreating deeper into the kitchen. 
 
    The male framed by the doorway was definitely Xi, but…not. She’d recognize those bright gray eyes anywhere, but he was nearly twice the size of the male she’d met the day before. Sweet cosmos, even his muscles had muscles, and he had to tower over her diminutive five-three frame by more than foot now.  
 
    Marilyn Vargas-Hale looked a little dazed as she waved a hand to invite him into their home. Cynda couldn’t drag her eyes away, and she had the insane urge to giggle at the look of determined concentration on Xi’s face. He didn’t stumble as he stepped across the threshold. His legs weren’t wobbly. Still, he gave the distinct impression that he wasn’t fully comfortable with his new bulk just yet.  
 
    “I am Xi Moonmist,” he said, his voice booming through the house. 
 
    It didn’t escape her notice that he hadn’t used his full name. She wondered if there was some significance to that, but her thoughts were immediately interrupted by the shrill shrieks of her sister.  
 
    Rushing into the room, Anise nearly tripped over herself to be the first to get close to him. Still squealing, she wrapped herself around his arm, clinging to the appendage as if she was drowning at sea, and he was her only lifeline. As the more reserved of the two, Sage entered the room without a sound, her hands clasped together behind her back. 
 
    “Xi,” Anise cooed. “I’m so glad you came. I was hoping to see you again.” 
 
    “You look different,” Sage interjected, looking him over like a prized work of art she was interested in acquiring. “It suits you.” 
 
    It did indeed. Cynda had thought him gorgeous before, but now… Stars, there were no words. 
 
    Their mother cleared her throat and pasted on her most winsome smile. “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” She proffered her hand with a feminine giggle. “I’m Marilyn Vargas-Hale. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Xi stared at her hand for a long moment, but he didn’t take it. Extracting his arm from Anise’s grip, he moved deeper into the house, his gaze darting around the open space.  
 
    After a moment of awkwardness, Marilyn dropped her hand and hitched her smile a little brighter. “Please, come in and have a seat. Can I offer you something—” 
 
    “No.” Xi moved again, his footsteps bringing him closer to the kitchen. “Where is Cynda?” 
 
    She couldn’t muffle her gasp this time, and the sound, though quiet, drew his attention. For the first time since entering their home, his handsome face broke into a grin, and his eyes softened when their gazes met. 
 
    “Cynda.”  
 
    He breathed her name like a prayer as he crossed the family room. Stopping several feet away on the other side of the entryway, he rounded his shoulders and ducked his head, as if trying to make himself appear smaller and less intimidating. She hated to break it to him, but it wasn’t working. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid. I would never—” 
 
    “Hurt me,” Cynda interrupted with a smile of her own. “You would never hurt me.” 
 
    Appearing pleased by her response, he shuffled a little closer. “You remember.” He bobbed his head. “Good.” With slow, deliberate movements, he reached into the pocket of his leathers and extracted a length of silver chain. “You left this in the lab yesterday.” 
 
    “My bracelet.” She beamed up at him. “I thought I’d never see it again.” She started to reach for it, but Anise’s piercing scream stopped her instantly. 
 
    “You little thief!” Stomping over to them, she stabbed her finger at the chain and sneered. “That’s mine. You stole it out of my room, didn’t you?” 
 
    Xi closed his fingers over the bracelet, concealing all but the clasp on the end from view. Cynda sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and lowered her gaze, trying to stem the anger that bubbled up inside her. 
 
    “Thank you for returning my bracelet.” Anise held her wrist out and batted her long, thick lashes. “Could you?”  
 
    “Tell me,” Xi said mildly, “about the charms on it.” 
 
    The smile slid from her lips, and she tilted her head in obvious confusion. “The charms?” 
 
    Xi continued to stare at her expectantly.  
 
    Anise’s brow furrowed. “Well, they’re silver, of course.” She huffed impatiently. “What does it matter?” 
 
    He turned to Cynda and arched a dark eyebrow. 
 
    “Um, well,” she started hesitantly. She couldn’t look at her sister as she spoke. “There are three of them.” 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Marilyn demanded. “Clearly, she—”  
 
    Xi held his hand up for silence, but his gaze never left her face. “Go on, fayah.” 
 
    Encouraged, she took a deep breath and nodded. “There’s the Alliance emblem from my first trip to the Capital. A seashell my father, Charles, gave me.” She smiled with fondness at the memory. “He was trying to teach me to fish, but I spent all afternoon collecting these little shells along the shoreline.”  
 
    Her eyes stung with unshed tears, and her voice quavered as she continued. “The last one is a heart. My dad, Ray, gave it to me right before he died. He said it was to remind me that kindness is strength, not weakness.” 
 
    Xi opened his palm, revealing all three of the small, silver charms, and smiled.  
 
    “Oh, it’s that bracelet,” Anise babbled with a nervous chuckle. “I didn’t realize. I thought it was a different one.”  
 
    “Apologize,” Xi snarled. “Now.” 
 
    Rage burned in her eyes, but she mumbled an apology before slinking back over to their mother.  
 
    Xi smiled as if the altercation hadn’t taken place, then dropped his gaze to Cynda’s wrist. “May I?” 
 
    In a daze, she lifted her left hand and slowly held it out to him. His long, thick fingers were more agile than she’d expected, and within seconds, he had the bracelet fastened around her wrist, but he didn’t retreat. Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips and whispered a soft kiss over the knuckles.  
 
    “There,” he said. “Perfect.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She could feel the heat rising in her neck and cheeks, and she damned her pale skin when he smirked.  
 
    “It was my pleasure, fayah.” He caught a lock of hair between his fingers and tucked it behind her ear. 
 
    She was almost afraid to ask, but her curiosity was too powerful to resist. “What does that word mean? Fayah,” she specified. “I don’t seem to have a translation for it.” 
 
    His smile gentled as he traced the curve of her jaw with his fingertips. “It is a leftover relic from the old language of my people, and it doesn’t have a precise meaning. It’s more of a…feeling. The closest translation in your language would be something like ‘radiant.’” 
 
    She tried to match his solemn expression, the reverence in his tone, but a giggle burst through her lips. “Are you saying I make you feel shiny?” 
 
    To her relief, Xi laughed along with her. “I guess I am, but it’s just a loose interpretation. It is a feeling of incandescence, like sunshine in my soul after a lifetime of unending darkness.”  
 
    Her amusement faded, and the tears returned to prickle the corners of her eyes. She knew almost nothing about him. They were virtual strangers. Yet, his words accurately described the warm glow she felt every time she’d thought of him since they had first met. It was familiar, a spark of recognition that wasn’t rational. It wasn’t something she could explain, but at the same time, it just made sense.   
 
    “Does this have something to do with…” She trailed off, afraid to speak the word for fear she was wrong. 
 
    “Yes?” Xi gave her a reassuring smile. “What is it, fayah?” 
 
    Cynda took a deep breath and leapt. “Is this…are we…soulmates?” 
 
    “We are.” His expression morphed into one of pure rapture as he took both of her hands and held them close to his heart. “I know you don’t feel it as I do, but—”  
 
    “I feel it.” Stars, it was intense. Consuming. It was like stumbling around blind, then suddenly being able to see the world in vivid color. “I do. I feel it, Xi.” 
 
    A snort of protest drew her attention, reminding her they weren’t alone. Leaning to the side to see around Xi, she wasn’t surprised to find her mother and sisters standing just behind him, all three of them glaring at her. Anise’s bottom lip stuck out petulantly. Sage’s expression was calculating. 
 
    Their mother looked absolutely livid.  
 
    “Cynda,” Marilyn said with false sweetness, “you haven’t offered our guest anything to drink.” 
 
    With another one of those low growls, Xi straightened to his full height, but before he could say anything, Cynda stepped around him and bowed her head. “You’re right, mother. I’m sorry.” Turning back to her…mate…she stared up at him pleadingly. “Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll bring you something right away.” 
 
    Xi frowned, and his lips parted as if he would protest, but Cynda grabbed his hand and squeezed it urgently. His expression didn’t clear, but after a significant pause, he dipped his head once.  
 
    “Yes, I’d like that.” He eyed her mother distrustfully, then bent to press a kiss to the top of Cynda’s head. “Thank you, fayah.” 
 
    “Bring wine,” Marilyn ordered in a frosty voice before adopting a more neutral tone to address Xi. “You seem to know my daughter well.” 
 
    Xi’s head snapped up, and his eyes narrowed. “Daughter?” 
 
    Ignoring his question, Marilyn waved a hand toward the sitting area with its overstuffed chairs and extra-wide sofa. “Let’s sit, and you can tell me how the two of you met.” 
 
    “Mother,” Anise whined. “Nobody cares about that.” Grabbing Xi’s arm again, she began pulling him over to the sofa. “Tell us about your home world. What’s Xenthian like?” 
 
    Cynda waited until the four of them had settled into seats in the family room, their mother in one of the armchairs while the twins bracketed Xi on the sofa. Just as she started to retreat into the kitchen to prepare the drinks, he looked up and met her gaze, his eyes full of questions. She gave him a little nod before backing away. 
 
    She was being a coward, and she knew it, but whatever connection existed between them, she didn’t trust it. Not yet. She couldn’t afford to let herself believe in fairy tales and happily-ever-afters. Until she had something more tangible than vague promises and confusing feelings, she had to protect herself. 
 
    For the time being, that meant not doing anything that might invoke her family’s wrath. 
 
    So, she pulled four glasses down from the cabinet, placed them on a silver serving tray, and filled them with the wine her mother had requested. For a moment, she considered pouring herself a glass as well, but ultimately, decided against it. She’d be lucky if they even invited her to sit with them. 
 
    Returning to the family room, she was surprised but pleased to find that Xi had extracted himself from Anise and moved across the room to stand by the window. Whatever had happened, it couldn’t have been subtle, because Anise was curled into the corner of the sofa with a sullen pout on her mouth. Cynda was kind of sorry she’d missed it.  
 
    With a carefully neutral expression, she strode into the room and placed the tray in the center of the coffee table. After passing goblets to each one of her family members, she carried the last one over to Xi and held it out to him with both hands. 
 
    “I hope you like it.” 
 
    As Xi took the glass, he leaned in to brush a kiss to her cheek. “Thank you.” When she would have backed away, he wound an arm around her waist to hold her against his side. “Where is your drink?” 
 
    “I, uh…” It was on the tip of her tongue to lie to him, to tell him that she didn’t like expensive wine, but somehow, she knew he’d see right through her. “It’s okay,” she said instead. “Maybe I’ll have some later.” 
 
    His sigh wasn’t loud, but it still felt heavy with disapproval. He didn’t say anything, just took a sip of the wine, then pressed the glass into her hand. “Share mine.” 
 
    She didn’t dare look at her mother or sisters as she lifted the rim to her lips and drank. No one reprimanded her. No one condemned her. There wasn’t even the sound of a clearing throat that usually signaled her mother’s disapproval.  
 
    That probably wasn’t a good sign, though. Somehow, it felt like the calm before the storm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE  
 
    As a general rule, Xi didn’t like people, regardless of race, gender, or creed. Of course, he did make exceptions, but those were rare and far between. In all of his long years, he didn’t think he’d ever met anyone he disliked as much as he did Cynda’s mother and sisters.  
 
    Still, they were her family, and out of regard for his mate, he’d done his damnedest to be polite. Well, he’d at least refrained from any outward hostility. It wasn’t in his nature to hold his tongue or retreat from conflict, but since arriving at their door, he’d done both.  
 
    When the bolder sister—he didn’t remember their names, and he didn’t care—had touched him with blatant interest, he’d moved across the room rather than knock her hand away. When Cynda’s mother had addressed her with such disrespect, he’d said nothing. All because his mate had pleaded with him not to. Not with words, but with those big, expressive eyes, and he’d been helpless to resist her. 
 
    He didn’t understand why she let her family treat her so poorly. It could have been because of her kind heart. Maybe she kept quiet because she was outnumbered. Hell, he had the uneasy feeling that she didn’t even fully grasp the severity of her mistreatment.  
 
    Had she truly been beaten down for so long that she believed their behavior was justified? Did she really think she deserved such spitefulness? 
 
    “So, Xi,” the quieter twin said, her narrowed gaze locked on Cynda, “will you be attending the Freedom Day Gala?” 
 
    His mate tensed, her discomfort becoming obvious. Judging by the look on her sister’s face, she had expected the reaction, and moreover, it pleased her. 
 
    Xi couldn’t keep quiet any longer. 
 
    “That depends,” he answered, still watching his mate. “Will you be at the gala, Cynda?” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be far too busy for parties,” Marilyn answered for her.  
 
    Cynda bowed her head for a second, but when she looked up, she wore the same practiced smile she’d shown in the kitchen. “She’s right. I’m not much for parties anyway.” 
 
    She was lying. He could hear it in her voice. See it in her eyes. But he had his answer, and it broke his damn heart. Cynda might be used to her family’s contempt. She might not even recognize it as such, but he refused to tolerate it for even another second. 
 
    Sliding a finger under her chin, he urged her head up to deliver a chaste kiss to her mouth. It was an apology of sorts because he knew she wouldn’t like what came next. One day, he hoped she realized he did it for her.  
 
    “I think we should go.” He brushed her hair away from her face and over her shoulder. “Together.” 
 
    “Really?” Her face lit up brighter than the cosmos. “You’d really want to go with me to the Freedom Day Gala?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure and my honor to escort you.” 
 
    “I…” Her expression morphed several times, every turbulent emotion playing visibly across her face. There was excitement there, as well as a desperate desire to belong, but there was also skepticism, caution, and far too much fear. “I don’t know. It’s in three weeks, and I really am very busy.” Her gaze darted to her mother. “Maybe it would be better—” 
 
    He kissed her again, effectively ending her protests. “Please?” 
 
    She blinked up at him, her eyes wide and a little dazed. Then, her lips parted into a timid smile. “Okay,” she whispered. “Yes. I’ll go.” 
 
    “Mother!” The petulant sister was on her feet, her entire body shaking with righteous indignation. “She can’t! Everyone will be there. Mother, you can’t let her go.” 
 
    The Vargas matriarch held her hand up for silence. “Calm yourself, Anise. There’s no reason your sister can’t go to the gala.” The smile she gave Cynda held no love. “Provided she can find something to wear, of course.” 
 
    “No!” Anise shouted. “Mom, it’s not fair!” 
 
    It wasn’t fair, but it wasn’t the spoiled brat flapping her hands around who had been wronged. Tired of her squawking, Xi flicked his fingers at her and muttered a few choice words under his breath. Instantly, she fell silent, though her mouth still worked furiously. After a few seconds of this, she shot him a scathing glare, spun on her heels, and hurried out of the room.  
 
    With a mirroring expression of loathing, the other twin followed after her. Thankfully, she did so just as silently. 
 
    “Oh, Xi,” Cynda breathed. “You shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “My only regret is that I didn’t do it sooner.” He hadn’t harmed the female, and the spell would eventually fade, but hopefully, not until he and Cynda had departed.   
 
    For her part, Marilyn seemed untroubled by the magic he’d used against her daughter. It was possible she’d grown tired of all the wretched screeching as well. Or maybe she was just smart enough not to provoke him further. Whatever the reason, her only reaction was an inclination of her head and a rather vacant stare. 
 
    “Where is your room?”  
 
    “My room?” Cynda jerked back from him with such violence that wine sloshed over the brim of her glass and spilled down the front of her oversized blouse. “Why?” 
 
    Grinning indulgently, Xi waved his hand, clearing away the mess and drying the thin material of her shirt. “We need to gather your belongings.” 
 
    That adorable blush worked its way up her cheeks again. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “We’re leaving, fayah.” And if he had his way, she would never return. “Now, where is your bedchamber?” 
 
    Marilyn cleared her throat and sat forward in her chair. “I’m afraid I can’t allow that. Cynda belongs here. She’s much too young to be on her own.” 
 
    For the first time since he’d met her, a spark of defiance shone in Cynda’s icy blue eyes. “I’m twenty years old, mother.” 
 
    “And she won’t be alone,” Xi added.  
 
    “Be that as it may, my answer is the same.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at her. “I don’t remember asking for your permission.” 
 
    “Cynda, even with your gross lack of intelligence, you must realize this is a terrible idea. You have no credits, no marketable skills.” She shook her head with a little laugh, but there was no actual humor in her tone. “You have nothing to offer, and he’ll see that in time.” Her eyes narrowed, and pure menace dripped from her next words. “Where will you go when he leaves you? What will—”  
 
    “Enough.” With a dismissive flick of his wrist, he silenced Marilyn just as completely as he had her daughter. “The choice is yours, Cynda.” He could throw her over his shoulder and carry her from the house, but that would make him no better than the miserable people she had the misfortune to call family. “Is this really the life you want?”  
 
    For a long time, Cynda didn’t answer. Lip caught between her teeth, she chewed the flesh vigorously as she stared between him and her mother, clearly frozen by indecision. Xi waited, silent and unmoving. As much as he wanted to save her, it wasn’t his choice to make. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, she pulled herself up to her full height, spine straight, shoulders back, and gave him one, jerky nod. “Let’s go.” 
 
    When Marilyn pushed to her feet, waving her hands around and silently shouting, he sent another wave of magic in her direction, toppling her back into the wide, cushioned chair. He’d thought growing six inches and gaining fifty pounds of muscles in the span of one night had been bad, but by the ancestors, these females were exhausting. 
 
    After a bit of gentle coaxing to get her moving, Cynda led the way up the curved staircase to the second-floor landing. They passed several large, lavishly decorated rooms as they strode down the corridor, but she didn’t slow. At the end of the hallway, she turned right, then ascended another set of creaking, poorly lit stairs to the door at the top. 
 
    “These used to be the staff quarters,” she explained in a demure sort of way as she led him down another narrower hallway to the last door on the left. “Mother sent them all away when my dads died. So, I—”  
 
    Her words ended on a sharp gasp, and Xi hurried forward to see what had startled her. What he found made his blood boil, and it took everything in him not to lash out with every ounce of magic he possessed.  
 
    The thin, threadbare blankets had been stripped from the bed and tossed into a heap on the floor. The sheer curtains hung in tatters around the window. A wardrobe stood open, the contents thrown haphazardly around the room. Shards of glass and metal littered the floor, remnants of baubles and treasures that had been shattered beyond recognition.   
 
    Near a dresser in the corner, a silver dress with a lace bodice hung in tatters, the once beautiful garment reduced to little more than scraps.  
 
    “Why?” Cynda asked with a quiet sniffle. “What did I ever do to them?” 
 
    Pulling her into his arms, Xi held her tight and placed a kiss on the top of her head. “Don’t cry, fayah. I’ll fix it.” 
 
    Well, he could clean up the mess and put the room to rights. Mending the various pieces of glass and metal would be harder since he couldn’t begin to decipher what they’d once been. 
 
    “No.” Wiping the tears away roughly, she stepped out of his embrace and released a long, shuddering breath. “Leave it. This is my old life, right? That’s what these broken things represent?” Her bottom lip trembled, but she nodded resolutely. “I’ll pack my clothes. Leave the rest.” 
 
    When she started forward, he caught her by the wrist to stop her. “Leave the clothes.” From what he could tell, they were all old, faded, and coming apart at the seams. His mate deserved better. She deserved everything her heart desired. “We’ll buy you new ones.” 
 
    “You heard my mother. I don’t have any credits. This is all—” 
 
    “Cynda.” He tugged on her wrist until she turned to face him. “We’ll get you new clothes.” 
 
    He expected another argument, but after a moment of consideration, she nodded again and gave him a wobbly smile. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s go home.” 
 
    Her smiled bloomed bright and confident. “Yes. Please.” Two steps toward the door, however, she stopped and turned back, hurrying across the room to the ruined dress. “I’m taking this.” 
 
    “Leave it, fayah. We’ll find you another just like it if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Kneeling to collect all the pieces of torn fabric, she shook her head, but her grin never faltered. “You won’t find this in any boutique. I made it. Well, I did the alterations myself. I can fix this, I know it.” 
 
    It was the first sign of confidence she’d shown since they’d met, and he would move planets to keep that fire in her eyes. More likely, he’d just have to purchase more fabric, but the sentiment was the same. Whatever she needed to be happy, he’d make sure she had it. 
 
    “Ready!” Rising to her feet with the dress cradled in her arms, she bounced over to him and nodded. “Okay, we can go.” She made it all the way out into the corridor that time before stopping dead in her tracks. “We have to go back down the stairs. They’ll be waiting.” 
 
    If they were on Xenthian, Xi could transport them straight out to the curb where he had a shuttle waiting to take them back to Luke’s. Away from home, his magic was, much to his annoyance, weaker and unpredictable.  
 
    Small enchantments didn’t cause too much strain, but traveling by magic took a huge toll, and that was when he was only transporting himself. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if he tried magicking them both out of the house. 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t have to worry about them.” He tapped the underside of her chin with two fingers and winked. “Head high, fayah. Walk with purpose, and no one can hurt you.” 
 
    No one would ever hurt her again. 
 
    With their hands clasped, they wound their way through the labyrinth of stairwells and corridors until they reached the landing in the foyer. As predicted, Cynda’s mother and both of her sisters stood between them and the exit.  
 
    “Leaving so soon?” the quieter twin asked. 
 
    “But where are your things?” 
 
    Apparently, his silencing charm had worn off, and the level of false sweetness in the other sister’s—Anna? Nina?—voice set his teeth on edge.  
 
    “Head high,” Cynda recited under her breath. “Walk with purpose. They can’t hurt me.” 
 
    “If you walk out that door,” her mother said with steely finality, “don’t bother coming back.” 
 
    Cynda trembled at his side, but she continued to stand tall, even lifting her chin a little higher. “Goodbye, mother.” 
 
    “And where will you go when he leaves you?” 
 
    Xi made a threatening sound in the back of his throat. “I would never leave her. Cynda is mine!” 
 
    Clenching his hand tighter, Cynda released a quavering breath and stepped forward. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “You’re going to regret this. When you’re alone and—” 
 
    “No!” Cynda shouted, and even she looked surprised by her own boldness. Instead of immediately cowering, however, she stiffened her spine and took another step. “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, and I don’t care. Anything is better than staying here.” 
 
    “Why, you ungrateful—” 
 
    “Enough, mother! I’m not a puppet you can make dance for your amusement. I’m done letting you control me.” 
 
    Xi didn’t know what a “puppet” was, and he didn’t think Cynda meant her mother made her dance in the literal sense, but the imagery she painted did give him an idea. It was petty, yes, and such things were beneath him. Still, he couldn’t deny that giving the females even a small sampling of the malice they’d shown Cynda would be deeply satisfying.  
 
    He waved his hands around and twirled his wrists, adding a bit of flourish to his motions. It was completely unnecessary, of course, but he enjoyed the way the sisters’ eyes widened as they watched him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” they demanded in unison. 
 
    “Stop!” Marilyn demanded. “You can’t do this.” 
 
    He chanted the words, his voice growing louder and stronger with each repetition. Again, not crucial to the enchantment, but it was definitely fun. 
 
    “Xi?” Cynda asked, but she didn’t sound concerned. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing that will hurt them,” he promised. “See?” 
 
    One sister began to sway from side to side. The other wobbled as she lifted her arms into the air and began turning in a slow circle. Marilyn clapped her hands over her ears, as if not being able to hear the words would somehow stop the spell.  
 
    Xi smirked and snapped his fingers. 
 
    Her hands immediately went to her hips, and she let out a loud gasp as her body twisted and gyrated to a silent beat. The swaying sister stepped left, left again, then right, her arms held aloft as she twirled around the foyer with an invisible partner.  
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “Make him stop. Mother, do something!” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “I don’t like this. What’s happening? Please!” 
 
    Cynda clapped a hand over her mouth, but her eyes shined with laughter. “It’s a little noisy, isn’t it?” she asked, the words muffled behind her palm. “Can you do something about that?” 
 
    Smiling, Xi nodded and snapped his fingers again. All three females instantly fell silent. “Better?” 
 
    His mate giggled. “Much.” 
 
    “Are you ready, fayah?” 
 
    Some of the amusement faded from her expression, but after a last, considering look at her family, she sighed and dipped her head. “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Standing quietly in the corner of the kitchen in Commander Brighton’s mansion, Cynda lowered her head and tried to make herself appear as small as possible. Not that it mattered. No one was paying any attention to her. They were all too busy yelling at each other. 
 
    “What in the name of the ancestors were you thinking?” Jael demanded, and she sounded completely exasperated. “Of course, I’m thrilled that you found your soulmate, but we talked about this before you left. You can’t just kidnap her!” 
 
    “It would appear he didn’t have a choice.” Arms crossed over her chest, Syrie leaned back against the kitchen counter and shrugged. “If it was my mate, I would have done the same thing.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Osian said, a stubborn set to his jaw. “These females he speaks of sound awful.” 
 
     Jael huffed at her siblings. “I agree with you, but that’s not the point!” She turned her stormy gaze back to Xi. “Did you even ask her what she wanted? Just because she’s your soulmate doesn’t give you the right to—”   
 
    “He didn’t kidnap me.” Cynda shrank back when all eyes turned on her, but she couldn’t let them think that about Xi. “He didn’t force me,” she continued in a slightly stronger voice. “I’m here because I want to be, because I chose to leave. If you don’t want me here—”  
 
    “You’re wanted.” Xi glared at his siblings as if daring them to argue. 
 
    “Of course,” Jael said at once, hopping off the barstool and crossing the room to take Cynda’s hands. “You’re Xi’s soulmate, and that makes us family.” Her expression softened, even as her grip tightened. “We take care of our family.” 
 
    “Then, there is no problem,” Xi stated, a definitive quality to his tone. 
 
    Cynda sighed. That wasn’t strictly true. “My mother might be a problem.”  
 
    It didn’t matter that she had left of her own free will. It didn’t matter that she was legally an adult and well within her rights to make her own choices. No matter what her mother had said about Cynda not being welcomed back, Marilyn Vargas-Hale would never let her be happy. After the way Xi had humiliated her, Cynda was surprised elites weren’t already beating down the door.  
 
    All the Moonmist siblings began talking at the same time. Syrie had questions. Jael expressed surprise at genuinely disliking someone she hadn’t even met. Osian had a ready list of colorful insults and creative threats. Xi mostly just growled a lot.  
 
    “Okay,” Commander Brighton called, “everyone just take a beat.” 
 
    Osian looked at Cynda and shook his head, a frown marring his otherwise handsome face. “I don’t see how beating her will help.” 
 
    Xi surged forward with a menacing snarl. “If you touch her, I will end you, little brother.” 
 
    “Whoa!” the commander stepped between the siblings, his arms outstretched. “No one is ending anyone.” He rolled his eyes at Osian. “I meant that everyone needs to calm down. I wasn’t suggesting we hit the female.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that?” Pushing away from the counter, Syrie dropped her arms to her sides and mumbled something under her breath that sounded like humans. 
 
    The commander ignored her and turned his attention to Cynda. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty, sir. Twenty-one in July.”  
 
    He gave her a relieved smile as he waved his hand airily. “You can just call me Luke.” 
 
    She nodded, but it felt wrong to address him in such a casual way.  
 
    “What’s your last name, Cynda?” 
 
    “Vargas.” She didn’t tack on the “sir,” but she couldn’t bring herself to call him “Luke,” either. “My fathers were Commanders Ray Vargas and Charles Hale.” 
 
    The commander shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t recognize the names.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t. They died eleven years ago during a raid on Julio Marquez.”  
 
    “Marquez? The arms dealer?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    The commander bobbed his head slowly. “I’m sorry about your fathers.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Nothing had been the same since they’d died, and she missed them every single day. “So am I.”   
 
    “Okay, you’re definitely over eighteen. You clearly weren’t tied up and dragged out of the house in the middle of the night.” He glanced at the sunlight streaming through the kitchen windows to prove his point. “I don’t really see what your mother can do at this point.” Taking a step closer, he rested his hands on his hips and tilted his head. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    Well, crap. It wasn’t some big secret, but she hated the way people looked at her when she told them. Unfortunately, in this case, it was unavoidable. “My grandfather is Marius Irati.” 
 
    The Xenons all stared at her blankly. 
 
    Dropping his head, Commander Brighton rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, shit.” 
 
    “Who?” Jael glanced between her siblings and her mate. “What’s wrong? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Regent Marius Irati,” Luke explained. “Well, technically, he retired a couple of years ago, but he still has a lot of influence with the Council of Regents.”  
 
    “We’re not close,” Cynda blurted, in case that helped. “I mean, I only see him once or twice a year.”  
 
    The commander stared back at her. “You’re still his granddaughter. Do you think he’ll get involved?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. If it was just me, I’d say no. I mean, he doesn’t care about me.” Hell, he barely even acknowledged her existence. “If my mother asks him, though…” Trailing off, she held her hands out in front of her, fingers splayed.  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about him or anyone else.” Moving so that he stood right in front of her, Xi cradled her face in both hands, then bent so that their eyes met. “You are mine, and I won’t let anyone take you away.” 
 
    “Of course, we won’t,” Osian agreed, and he looked downright thrilled at the prospect of a possible altercation. “You’re family.” 
 
    “And we protect our family,” Syrie added. She sounded bored. 
 
    Jael grinned. “You’re safe here, Cynda. I’m sorry to have worried you. My concern was only for your wellbeing.” She glared at her mate. “Luke is being—” 
 
    “Practical,” Commander Brighton said, wrapping an arm around Jael’s shoulders and kissing the top of her head. “However, no laws have been broken. Legally, no one can make her go back.” 
 
    “I will never let that happen,” Xi promised, his gray eyes shining with conviction as he held Cynda’s gaze. “I don’t care if I have to fight the entire Alliance. No one is going to lay a finger on you.” 
 
    The commander dipped his head. “I’ll have your back no matter what, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    Steeling herself for rejection, Cynda took Xi’s wrists and arched up on her toes, stopping with her lips just a breath from his cheek. When he didn’t sneer or push her away, she closed the last inch and whispered a soft kiss against his skin. His rumble of satisfaction at that small act made her smile, so she did it again.  
 
    “Thank you.” With his hands still on her face, it made it difficult to look around him, but she eventually managed. “All of you. I’m grateful that you’ve agreed to let me stay, and I’m sorry if I’ve caused you any trouble.” 
 
    Jael shook her head. “It’s no trouble. We’re glad you’re here, Cynda.” Tears welled in her lavender eyes, but her smile was absolutely dazzling. “Congratulations on your mating. I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. That means a lot.” 
 
    “Where are your things?” Osian glanced around the room as if expecting a couple of suitcases to magically appear out of thin air. “Did you leave them in the shuttle? I’ll get them.” 
 
    He was halfway across the kitchen before Cynda found her voice to stop him. “They’re not in the shuttle. I didn’t bring anything with me. I, uh…” 
 
    “Her belongings were destroyed by her insolent sisters,” Xi finished for her, a touch of a growl in his voice. 
 
    She glared at him. That wasn’t exactly how she would have put it, but he wasn’t wrong. Still, not everyone needed to know her business. “It’s okay. Really, I can—”  
 
    “It is most certainly not okay,” Jael interrupted with a thread of indignation in her voice. Then, her face lit up like the fireworks they set off in the Capitol on Freedom Day. “I’m sorry your things were destroyed, but on the bright side, that means we get to go shopping now!” The elfin female actually clapped her hands together in her excitement. “Just let me go change. Syrie, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    “No,” her sister deadpanned. “I’m definitely not.” 
 
    “Come on, it’ll be fun. We can make it a girls’ day.” 
 
    “I am female every day.” 
 
    Jael rolled her eyes. “It’s an expression, Sy. Don’t be so literal.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m still not going.” With that, she turned and strode out of the room without so much as a backwards glance. 
 
    Xi sighed. “You’ll get used to her.” 
 
    To be honest, she probably liked Syrie best of all, after Xi, of course. They were all very kind, but their constant chatter was more than a little overwhelming. She appreciated that Syrie was direct and didn’t waste breath on unnecessary words.  
 
    Pressing her palm to her mate’s cheek, she peered up at him through her lashes. “Will you go with me?” 
 
    “Of course.” His tone made it clear he found that the only acceptable answer. 
 
    She didn’t feel comfortable letting Xi or anyone else spend credits on her, but for the moment, she didn’t have many other options. “I’ll pay you back.” She didn’t know when or how, but she’d find a way. “It might take me a little while, but I’ll pay back every credit.” 
 
    “Don’t even worry about that,” Jael insisted. “Today is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    “Who said you were invited?” Rising to his full height, Xi pulled Cynda to his side as he turned to face his sister.  
 
    Jael shot her brother a scathing glare. “You don’t have a wrist unit.” She held her wrist up and tapped the device strapped around her arm. “You’ll need one to make purchases.”  
 
    “We could get him one.” Commander Brighton held his hands up in surrender when his mate glared at him. “Never mind. Bad idea.” 
 
    She huffed a little but patted his cheek affectionately before addressing her brother again. “Admit it. You need me.” 
 
    “I’d be happy for your sister to go with us,” Cynda offered before another argument could start. “It would be nice to have another woman’s opinion.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jael did a little dance, then took off at a run. “Be back in ten minutes!” 
 
    Osian shook his head when all eyes in the room turned toward him. “I’d rather wrestle an ocelas than join you. Good luck, brother.” 
 
    The commander stared at the now empty space where his mate had been, his face a mask of worry. “Xi…” 
 
    “She won’t leave my sight.” 
 
    Commander Brighton didn’t look reassured, but after a long pause, he simply said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “My sister is pregnant,” Xi explained for Cynda’s benefit. “Her mate is a little overprotective.” 
 
    In Cynda’s opinion, there was no such thing. “I think it’s sweet. Congratulations, Commander.” 
 
    “Thanks, and I told you, just call me Luke.” 
 
    She couldn’t agree to what he wanted, so she offered the next best thing. “I’ll try.” 
 
    The commander chuckled. “Fair enough.” 
 
    As promised, Jael was back within the ten-minute timeframe she’d stated. After many assurances to her mate that she would be careful and not take any unnecessary risks, she kissed him soundly, linked her arm with Cynda’s, and hurried her out to the shuttle. Stars, the female talked more than anyone she’d ever met, and she wanted to know everything.  
 
    The entire ride into the city proper, she kept up a constant stream of questions. Had Cynda ever been to a theater? Did she like animals? Did she own a pet?  
 
    “You’ll love Daisy. She was down by the lake chasing ducks, but you’ll meet her when we return.” 
 
    Before Cynda could even form a thought, let alone speak it, Jael was off again with another rapid-fire round of questions. She wanted to know Cynda’s favorite color, what size shoes she wore, and what she thought about cosmetics. 
 
    “Personally, I don’t understand the appeal. Why would anyone want to paint their face like that?” 
 
    “Jael,” Xi said on a long sigh. 
 
    Cynda just laughed. “It’s okay. Really, I don’t mind.” Sure, it was a bit overwhelming, but it was nice, too. Like having a friend. “I don’t really know much about makeup. I’ve never worn it, but I think I’d like to try it.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Jael mused, her brow furrowed. “Maybe I will as well.” 
 
    So, they did.  
 
    Since none of them knew a thing about the various creams, shadows, and liners females used to enhance their appearance, Cynda recommended a place in Light City’s shopping center she knew her sisters frequented. The best part was that they offered samples and tutorials. Naturally, the technician immediately tried to up-sell them, and while Cynda would have been happy with a basic free makeover, Jael wanted the whole “experience.”    
 
    Two hours later, they had both been plucked, polished, and painted to within an inch of their lives. Cynda’s hair had been washed and trimmed, her face exfoliated and moisturized. Her fingernails had been airbrushed a pale pink. She’d even agreed to have her eyebrows tinted and shaped into a lovely arch.  
 
    She still didn’t know how she felt about the makeup. It certainly made her look…different.  
 
    Framed in a soft black liner, her already large eyes dominated her face. The golden-brown shadow that swept over her upper lids was nice, subtle, and she thought the pink shimmer on her lips looked pretty good. The tinted cream that had been smeared across her face, however, was heavy, and the mascara on her lashes made her eyes water.  
 
    “What do you think?” On the sidewalk outside the salon, she looked up at Xi and smiled. The poor guy had been so patient. Granted, he’d looked bored out of his mind, but he hadn’t complained once. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I think you always look beautiful.” 
 
    It was a diplomatic answer, but the downward curve of his lips said it wasn’t the entire truth. “But?” 
 
    He sighed. “You don’t look like you.” 
 
    He made a fair point, and honestly, the whole process was far too much trouble to go through every day. “I think it’ll be nice for special occasions, but it’s probably not something I would wear all the time.” 
 
    “Understandably,” Jael huffed. “How do humans even breathe in this stuff?” 
 
    If Cynda looked different, Jael was completely unrecognizable. She was still absolutely stunning, of course, but nothing like the mischievous and sweet elf she was.  
 
    “At least we tried it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jael allowed, “but I don’t think I like it very much.” With a few well-chosen words and a wave of her hand, all the expensive makeup that had been so painstakingly applied vanished. “Ah, much better. Where to now?” 
 
    Cynda hesitated. Spending time with Jael at the salon had been fun, even if the results hadn’t been exactly what she’d expected. It had also cost more credits than she’d thought to spend on their entire outing. Xi and his family had already given her so much. She couldn’t possibly ask for more. 
 
    Strong arms wrapped around her middle, pulling her back against a wall of hard muscle. “Anything you want, fayah.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Look at how happy my sister is.” Jael did indeed look over the moon doing nothing more than just standing there. “Let her do this for you.” Xi dipped his head so that his lips brushed against the shell of her ear. “Please?” 
 
    A shiver raced along her spine, while her legs turned weak and wobbly. She couldn’t have resisted him if she tried. “Maybe just a couple of things.” 
 
    As it turned out, when Xi had said “anything,” he’d meant anything. If she even glanced at some trinket, he insisted she have it. They’d only been inside a couple of stores, but his arms were laden with enormous shopping bags in bold colors. Each one of them overflowed with clothes, scarves, sunglasses, shoes, jewelry, and no telling what else since she was pretty sure he’d snuck a few things in when she hadn’t been looking. 
 
    It was more than she’d ever had in her entire life, but just thinking about the number of credits they’d spent made her queasy. Her mind spun with numbers, namely the amount of time it would take to pay back such generosity. So, when Jael stopped in front of a storefront just as the sun was setting on the city, Cynda couldn’t hold back her protests. 
 
    “I really think this is more than enough. Besides, it’s getting late, and we should probably think about starting home.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You need something to wear to bed, do you not?” The door slid open, and Jael swept into the boutique with a tinkling laugh, beckoning Cynda and Xi to follow. “Oh, and this dress would look gorgeous on you,” she continued, not three steps inside the building. Plucking the garment off the floating rack, she pushed it into Cynda’s arms. “I’m sure there’s somewhere you can try it on.” 
 
    Stars, it was like being run over by the sweetest, bubbliest freighter in the universe. Xi was no help, either. Every time she tried appealing to him, he’d simply smiled and told her not to worry. When that didn’t work, he’d remind her that his sister was pregnant and highly emotional. They wouldn’t want to upset her, would they? 
 
    It was a dirty trick, but so far, one that had worked every time. So, she wasn’t surprised when Xi only shook his head and laughed this time as well. 
 
    “Probably best not to argue, fayah.” 
 
    Okay, fine. If it would make the siblings happy, she’d try it on. There wasn’t any rule saying she actually had to buy it. Besides, it really was beautiful. The lavender material complimented her skin tone, and the fabric flowed between her fingers like water. The tiny white flowers made it appear casual, while the plunging neckline gave it a hint of sensuality. 
 
    A few minutes later, as she stared at her reflection in the dressing room mirror, she’d completely changed her mind about the dress. Clearly, Jael had misjudged her size, because the damn thing clung to her in the most unflattering way, accentuating every flaw. The neckline she’d thought sexy actually dipped so low between her breasts it verged on indecent.  
 
    And if that wasn’t humiliating enough, the zipper was stuck. No matter how much she twisted and contorted, she couldn’t get it to budge. Pink-cheeked and breathing heavily from the exertion, she finally gave in with a wounded sigh and accepted that she’d have to ask for help. 
 
    Sliding the door open, she hid as much of herself behind it as she could, peeking around the fogged glass as she searched for Jael. Instead, she found Xi standing just a few feet away, his stance wide and his arms crossed over his chest. The moment he spotted her, he relaxed his posture and started toward her.  
 
    Cynda squeaked and slammed the door closed hard enough to make the glass rattle in its frame. 
 
    “Fayah?” Concern bled into his voice as he knocked gently on the door. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing! Everything is fine.” Crap, crap, crap. “Can you get Jael, please?” 
 
    “She’s in the other changing room.” The door vibrated on its metal tracks as he tried to force it open. “Cynda, open the door. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    She wrung her hands together and paced in the enclosed space. She could wait for Jael, but judging by the urgency in Xi’s voice, he wouldn’t. Sure enough, the pounding started a moment later, his fist hitting the frame so hard she feared the clouded glass would shatter. 
 
    “Okay,” she called as she unlocked the door. It wasn’t fair to make him worry, especially because of something so silly. “Just…don’t laugh.” 
 
    Still standing behind the door, she opened it just wide enough for Xi to slip into the changing room with her. Stars, he seemed to take up a lot more space than logic argued he should. He might have been taking in more than his share of oxygen as well because she suddenly found it hard to breathe.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he demanded. “Why did you—” His words ended on a choked groan as his eyes went impossibly wide. “You look…” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” she moaned, her face burning with her embarrassment. “I know, but the zipper’s stuck.” 
 
    “Stunning.” Closing the distance between them, he backed her against the wall, trapping her there with his hard body. “I was going to say that you look stunning.” 
 
    Then, his mouth was on hers, his tongue plunging between her lips in a hard, searching kiss that made her head spin and her legs tremble. She’d been kissed before, but never like this. Never so thoroughly and passionately that she felt it in every cell of her being.  
 
    Then, just as suddenly as the kiss had started, Xi jerked away to stare down at her. 
 
    “We need to go.” The markings on his arms and neck shimmered almost as intensely as the hunger blazing in his eyes. 
 
    His growl sent a wave of moisture pooling between her legs, and she nodded up at him dazedly. “Okay.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Taking her wrist, he jerked the door open and practically dragged her from the room. “We have to go. Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    The shuttle ride back to the mansion was torturous.  
 
    Every inhalation filled Xi’s head with the scent of his mate. Every time she offered him one of her shy smiles, his cock throbbed painfully within the confines of his leathers. It didn’t help that she still wore that infernal dress that hugged every splendid inch of her body. The only thing “ridiculous” about it was that Cynda didn’t realize just how tempting she looked in it.  
 
    Even Jael seemed to realize that he was in a volatile mood, because she hadn’t protested when he’d insisted it was time to return home. She also hadn’t said a word since climbing into the shuttle, a feat he hadn’t thought possible. Every so often, she would shoot him a sideways glance, and her lips would part. Then, she’d shake her head and subside back into her seat to stare out the window.  
 
    By the time they finally slowed to a stop in front of the manor, Xi felt like he was about to crawl out of his skin. Patience was not in his nature. Restraint didn’t suit him. Even waiting while Jael completed the transaction on their purchases had nearly pushed him past his limits.  
 
    “I’ll get Luke and Osian to help with the bags.” His sister didn’t look at him, but there was a coy smirk on her lips. “And brother?” 
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “Do try not to rip the dress.” 
 
    Xi growled, took Cynda’s hand, and pulled her with him out of the shuttle.  
 
    He knew he needed to get control of himself. He was probably scaring the hell out of his mate. He was frightening himself as well if he was being honest, but no matter how many deep breaths he took, he couldn’t calm the storm raging inside him.  
 
    In that moment, he would have given anything to be back on Xenthian with full use of his magic. If he didn’t have to worry about headaches, nosebleeds, or passing the fuck out, he’d have already transported them somewhere private. 
 
    When he and Jael had first arrived on Earth, the side-effects of using magic had been nominal. He’d grown tired more easily, and his enchantments hadn’t been quite as powerful, but it hadn’t caused him any concern. The longer he and his siblings were away from their home world, however, the weaker they became. In the last few weeks, they’d had to be more conservative with their abilities, and they were all feeling the frustration.  
 
    In fact, the bit of magic he’d used to teach Cynda’s family a lesson had taxed him far more than he’d been willing to admit.  
 
    “Xi,” Cynda panted, “slow down.” 
 
    Realizing he was literally dragging her up the stone steps to the front door, he slowed his pace and gentled his hold. What the hell was wrong with him? He knew better than to treat a female so carelessly, especially one who was quickly becoming his entire reason for existing. By the ancestors, he was acting more like a feral animal than the intelligent, civilized male he was.  
 
    Shame and guilt burned away some of his desire, allowing a semblance of rational thought to return. Facing his mate, he already had an apology forming on his lips when he saw her bare feet peeking out beneath the hem of her dress. Dropping his head, he raked his fingers through his hair and cursed under his breath.  
 
    By the ancestors, she probably regretted ever meeting him. 
 
    “Forgive me, fayah.” As gently as he knew how, he scooped her into his arms and cradled her small body against his chest. “I don’t know what came over me.” He rubbed his cheek over the top of her head and sighed. “I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “I know.” Her tone was filled with certainty and far more trust than he deserved. “I’m not afraid of you, Xi.” She rested her head on his shoulder and giggled. “I just have short legs.” 
 
    Her laughter settled something inside him, soothed him in a way he hadn’t been able to do for himself.  
 
    As the urgency faded, he felt even more ashamed of the way he’d reacted. He could blame it on the heightened emotions that plagued all mated males of his race. Anger became rage. Protectiveness turned to paranoia. Jealousy intensified into a territorial instinct the likes of which the universe had never seen. Happiness was euphoria. 
 
    Lust was…primal.  
 
    He’d been around enough bonded males to know that these emotions would eventually level out, but the intensity in which he felt things would never fade entirely. Still, that was a lousy excuse for his behavior. No matter what had caused his momentary lapse of judgment, he should have been able to handle it. He should have worked harder to control it.  
 
    “Whoa.” Cynda gripped his neck in a stranglehold, her breaths coming erratically as she buried her face against his shoulder. “Oh, damn, I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    Apparently, he hadn’t been idle while lost in his own unpleasant thoughts. The last time he’d used magic without meaning to, he’d been a youngling, no more than eight or nine years old. Yet, there he stood, in the middle of his bedroom, with no recollection of how he’d gotten there.  
 
    Obviously, he’d teleported them there, but he didn’t remember doing it. He hadn’t felt the compression of his lungs or heard the dull roar in his ears. There had been no familiar darkness for those few seconds it took to move through time and space from one place to another.  
 
    As unintended magic went, it could have been worse. He shuddered to think about what else he could have done.  
 
    “Breathe,” he instructed as he settled down on the edge of his bed and positioned Cynda securely in his lap. “Just breathe. It will pass.” He kept one arm around her waist, holding her tight as he combed his fingers through her silky hair. “I’m sorry, fayah. It wasn’t my intention to cause you discomfort.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m okay.” With a shaky laugh, she sat up straighter and tilted her head back to look at him. “Just, maybe a little warning next time, yeah?” She reached out to touch his cheek, but instead of a soft caress, her expression turned alarmed, and she grabbed his chin, forcing his head to the side. “Xi! Oh, my god. Are you hurt? What happened?” 
 
    He felt tired down his soul, but he wasn’t injured. “I’m not hurt.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding.” Holding his face in both hands, she swiped her thumb over his jaw, just below his left earlobe. “This isn’t normal.” She held her thumb up, showing him the bright crimson smeared across the skin. “What’s going on?” 
 
    While he didn’t want to upset her with unpleasant truths, she deserved an explanation. “Our magic—Xenon magic—doesn’t work the same on Earth as it does on Xenthian. It can be…demanding on the body, but there’s no need to worry.” 
 
    “No need to worry?” She narrowed her eyes at him incredulously. “You are bleeding from your freaking ears, Xi. I would say that is definitely cause for concern.” 
 
    “I just overexerted myself. That’s all.” 
 
    She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t lecture him. “Please be more careful, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Tapping the underside of her chin, he urged her head up for a chaste, gentle kiss. “You are amazing.” 
 
    Her cheeks tinged pink, and she shook her head. “I’m no one.” 
 
    She was perfect in every way imaginable. “To me, you are everything.”  
 
    Her blush deepened as heat radiated off her skin. “I feel the same way, but that’s crazy. I only met you, yet it feels like we’ve known each other for a lifetime.” 
 
    If he were to believe the legends, in a way, they had known each other all of their lives.  
 
    The bond between soulmates was intense and consuming, but much of what it involved still remained a mystery to his people. They’d concocted stories and myths to try to explain it, but no one really knew for sure how fate chose their mates. The idea that a powerful ancestor had cast a spell that split souls apart so that they might one day find their way back to one another was a wonderful notion. Romantic even. 
 
    It was still just a story, and Xi had stopped believing in fairy tales a long time ago.  
 
    He accepted that a power greater than himself had chosen Cynda as his perfect match. Now that he’d experienced that connection for himself, how could he not? He just didn’t necessarily believe that it had anything to do with magic. Not his peoples’ brand of magic, anyway.  
 
    “I read a little about soulmates in the public records,” Cynda said, rising from his lap to pace the carpeted space at the foot of the bed. “We can’t be separated, right? I mean, if we’re apart for long periods of time, you could get really sick.” She tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Will it be the same for me, or is it just Xenon?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Since several non-Xenon mates had found their way to his home world, he’d heard murmurings, but it seemed the bond manifested in different ways depending on the race. “For now, I think you’d only feel increased anxiety and agitation. Once we are bonded, however, yes, you would react to a separation the same as any Xenon.” 
 
    “So, if you left, I could die and vice versa?”  
 
    As much as he hated the idea of something happening to her, he nodded. “Yes, but that’s not something you need to worry about.”  
 
    Nothing apart from death could pry him from her side, and he had no plans of dying anytime soon. 
 
    “That seems really unfair.” 
 
    Taken aback by her words, Xi jerked his head up and frowned. “Explain.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, what if you didn’t like me? What if I was really horrible?” It was kind of adorable the way she waved her hands around in big, animated motions when she talked. “Would you have to stay with me just so you don’t die?” She stopped pacing and faced him directly. “That’s just cruel.” 
 
    While he understood the point she was trying to make, he couldn’t help but smile. “I promise you that in almost four thousand years, I have never once heard of that happening.” 
 
    “But it could,” she insisted. Then, she jerked to a stop and took a step back, her eyes growing impossibly wide. “I’m sorry, did you just say four thousand years?” 
 
    She seemed startled by the information, but Xi just shrugged. “Three thousand, nine hundred, and eighty-seven to be precise.” 
 
    “Wow.” She pressed her palm against her forehead and swayed a little on her feet. “I guess I knew you were immortal, but I didn’t really consider what that meant in terms of age. Four thousand years.” 
 
    “Fayah?” He didn’t like how pale she looked, but when he started to rise from the mattress, she waved him away. 
 
    “I’m okay. It’s just a lot to process.” After several seconds and a few deep breaths, some of her color returned, and she graced him with one of her enchanting smiles. “And the physical change?” she asked, making a vague motion that somehow encompassed all of him. “That’s part of it?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Legend says it’s so that we may be better able to protect our mates.” 
 
    Cynda wrinkled her nose. “That seems rather sexist.” 
 
    Well, she wasn’t wrong. “It’s just a story. I don’t actually know the real reason, but Jael thinks it has something to do with balance.” Damn, he wished he’d paid more attention when she’d tried to explain it to him. “Does it bother you?” 
 
    “What? No. I didn’t say that.” Her eyes went wide again, and she shook her head. “I mean, you look good. Great. You look very…great.” She dropped her face into her hands and groaned. “Oh, damn.” 
 
    Chuckling, Xi pushed up from the bed and strode over to gather her into his arms. “So, you like the way I look?” 
 
    She swatted her hand against his chest but didn’t try to pull away when he held her closer. “Obviously.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to get her out of her clothes and tumble her into bed, it had been a long, exhausting day for both of them. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Starving.” She stepped away and stared down the length of her body. “Umm, I’d really like to get out of this dress first.” Gathering her hair to one side, she turned her back to him and wiggled her fingers over her shoulder. “Can you get the zipper unstuck?” 
 
    As with most things, his first inclination was to use magic. He thought about spelling the dress off her completely but decided that would probably make her uncomfortable. They hadn’t quite advanced to that level of their developing relationship yet.  
 
    So, he merely attempted to loosen the fastening instead. The zipper didn’t budge, but a sharp, throbbing ache started in his temples. He pushed more insistently, trying to break through whatever barrier was interrupting his magic, but the pain only intensified until he could barely remain upright. 
 
    A trickle of blood ran from his nose. 
 
    “Xi?” 
 
    Placing a hand on Cynda’s shoulder to stop her from turning, he used the hem of his T-shirt to mop the crimson from his face. “I’m unfamiliar with this fastening device,” he lied. “One moment.” It took a little jiggling to get the mechanism loose, but once he’d unzipped the dress to her waist, he took a hasty step in retreat and averted his eyes from all the smooth, flawless skin on display. “Done.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll have Jael bring you a change of clothing and show you to your room while I find us something to eat.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him, her eyebrows drawn together to create a shallow valley across her brow. “Sure, but…are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s just across the hall,” he said, backing away toward the door. “I’ll send Jael right away.” 
 
    Her frown deepened, and she turned to take a step toward him. “Xi?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the kitchen when you’re ready.” 
 
    He hated the look in her eyes, hated that he’d been the one to put it there. He didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily, and until he figured out what the hell was going on with him, he didn’t have any answers for her.  
 
    And that, he hated the most. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Standing in front of the large windows in the kitchen, Cynda turned over the small, black box she held and sighed. In the week since she’d come to live at the mansion, little gifts like this had been left outside her bedroom door every day. The gesture was sweet, but it didn’t negate the fact that something was definitely wrong.  
 
    Maybe Xi didn’t want to admit to what he perceived as weakness. Maybe he was just trying to protect her. Whatever the reason, she didn’t like it. Despite being as sweet and attentive as he had been that first day, he still seemed distracted…distant.  
 
    Currently, he sat down by the edge of the lake, his legs splayed in front of him, and his head lowered. It wasn’t the first time she’d found him alone and looking as if he carried the burdens of the entire universe on his shoulders. When they were together, or he was with his family, he kept up a decent façade. Yet, in times like these, when he thought no one was watching, the sadness he projected was nearly palpable.  
 
    It also hadn’t escaped her notice that he hadn’t used magic since that first day, not even for small, simple things like retrieving a glass of water. When she tried to question him about it, he would just smile, assure her everything was fine, then change the subject.  
 
    She wasn’t fooled.  
 
    All the Moonmist siblings had been acting strange lately. Well, stranger than usual. Syrie rarely left her room anymore. Instead of the happy male who was quick to laugh, Osian had become quiet, sullen. Even Jael seemed more subdued in recent days. To be fair, that might have been because of pregnancy hormones, at least in part. Still, Cynda didn’t think it was the whole reason she’d caught the female sniffling at the kitchen island the previous evening. 
 
    “It’s not you,” a voice said from behind her. “Xi, I mean.” Dressed in black tights and a jade tunic with matching boots, Syrie entered the kitchen with her hands clasped together behind her back. “I think he misses home.” She offered one of her rare smiles, but it didn’t quite reach her pale gray eyes. “We all do.” 
 
    Cynda could understand that. “Then, why do you stay?” 
 
    “This is where Jael is needed for now.” She didn’t elaborate. “It is, however, difficult being here.” 
 
    “Because it affects your magic?” 
 
    “In part,” Syrie agreed with a tilt of her head. “You see, none of us have ever been away from Xenthian before.” 
 
    “In our defense,” Jael said, shuffling into the room wearing a pair of pink pajamas that made her look incredibly young and innocent, “until recently, we didn’t even know it was an option.” She stopped to hug her sister, laughing when Syrie cringed. “Good morning.” Next, she bounced over to embrace Cynda as well. “Oh, what do you have there?” 
 
    Cynda lowered her gaze as she opened the box’s lid. “Another gift from Xi. He really doesn’t need to spoil me like this.” 
 
    Jael gave her a look of censure but said nothing as she plucked the bit of silver from the padded lining and held it up to the sunlight. “What is it?” 
 
    “A crescent moon charm for my bracelet.”  
 
    She held her arm up and wiggled her wrist to indicate the thin chain there. He’d left a sun charm at the beginning of the week, and a star charm the previous day. There had been no explanation attached to the gifts, but she understood the message clearly. 
 
    “He, uh—” She ducked her head as heat crept up her neck. “—calls me fayah.” 
 
    “Radiance.” Jael’s free hand went to her lips as unshed tears shimmered in her eyes. “That’s so romantic.” Depositing the charm back into the soft, black lining, she turned to her sister with a sniffle. “Isn’t that romantic, Sy?” 
 
    “Positively inspiring,” Syrie said flatly. “I can barely contain my joy.” 
 
    Seeing the stormy expression that settled over Jael’s face, Cynda stepped forward and cleared her throat. “So, you were saying that none of you had ever left Xenthian before coming to Earth.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for Jael to look away from her sister, but eventually, she calmed herself enough to answer. “That’s correct. For thousands of years, the elders cloaked our planet.” 
 
    “And lied to us,” Syrie added. 
 
    “Yes, that, too.”  
 
    “Like the shield we have around Earth,” Cynda mused. “Was it magic or technology?” 
 
    Jael considered her for a moment. “Both. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Cynda released a long, breathy sigh and shook her head. “Never mind. It was stupid.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    Cynda shrugged. “I had this thought that maybe our technology could be interfering with your magic. I read something kind of like that in a book once, but if you have technology on Xenthian as well…”  
 
    She thought the sisters would laugh at her, but Syrie just blinked while Jael furrowed her brow in concentration. 
 
    “Why didn’t I think of it before?” Jael said so quietly it was just on the edge of Cynda’s hearing. “Yes, that could…I mean, just maybe…of course, I’d have to know…” Her eyes glazed over, and she turned away as if forgetting she’d been in the middle of a conversation. “Yes, yes, that might work. If we just…and then invert the polarity…no, no, that wouldn’t work. Well, maybe…” 
 
    She exited the kitchen, head down and muttering feverishly under her breath the entire way. Considering how distracted she seemed, Cynda was impressed she managed to make it out of the room without stumbling over a barstool or walking into a wall. 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    Syrie nodded. 
 
    “Do you have any clue what—” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    At least she wasn’t the only one who was completely lost. “So, I guess—”  
 
    “I have enjoyed engaging in conversation with you, human.” With another nod, Syrie turned and strode purposely out of the room. 
 
    Cynda shook her head and chuckled under her breath. Well, alrighty then.  
 
    The first time Syrie had abruptly left in the middle of a conversation, she’d worried that she had done something to offend the female. Then, she’d witnessed the same thing happen in a conversation between Syrie and Osian. Then, it happened again with Xi. Apparently, when Syrie was finished talking, she was finished. Period.  
 
    That she’d even bothered to offer a parting sentence was unusual. Hell, it was practically a miracle that she’d initiated the conversation in the first place. Apparently, she was in high spirits that morning. 
 
    Still laughing, Cynda tucked the gift box into the pocket of her pale-yellow sundress.  
 
    Despite everyone’s worry, no one from the Alliance had come looking for her. No elites had shown up at the door with accusations of kidnapping or other wrongdoing. Honestly, it hurt a little to know her family thought so little of her that they hadn’t even tried to find her. On the other hand, that meant instead of worrying about her mother, she could focus on her mate and whatever worries he was trying so hard to keep hidden from her. 
 
    She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and headed down to the lake. 
 
    Maybe it was her imagination, but the cloudless sky seemed bluer than usual. The grass in the field that lay between the water’s edge and the mansion was soft and thick beneath her bare feet. Sunlight sparkled across the surface of the lake, birds tweeted cheerful songs from nearby trees, and the scent of new blooms carried to her on the breeze. 
 
    It was so peaceful, and she could see why Xi often sought sanctuary there. 
 
    She’d made it a little more than halfway across the field when a furry head peeked around Xi’s leg, and a loud, enthusiastic bark greeted her. Ears flopping and tail wagging, Daisy bounded across the distance, coming to an ungraceful stop at Cynda’s feet. She grinned as she bent to scratch behind the pup’s ears.  
 
    “Hello, sweet girl. Having a good morning?” 
 
    The dog’s tongue lolled out of the side of her mouth as she tilted her head, pressing more firmly into Cynda’s hand. 
 
    “How is he today?” She’d never been allowed a pet before, and she’d instantly fallen in love with the darling puppy with soft, golden fur. 
 
    Daisy whined. 
 
    “I thought so, but you’re taking good care of him, right?” 
 
    The pup lifted her head and yipped. 
 
    “Good girl.” Cynda gave her another scratch under the chin, then straightened. “Should we go see him, then?”  
 
    Another yip, then Daisy was off, sprinting back across to the field to Xi.  
 
    Cynda followed a more leisurely pace, acutely aware of the two sets of eyes tracking her every step. Xi smiled when she sank down onto the sand beside him, but it was thin, frail, and it faded too quickly. She’d known from his body language that he wasn’t happy about something, but up close, he looked so much worse. 
 
    His normally bronzed skin was dull and pale. Dark shadows swept under both eyes, giving them a sunken appearance. Even his hair looked limp and lifeless.  
 
    “Rough night?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” It was the same answer he always gave, even if neither of them believed it. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    Cynda shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” Pulling the gift box from her pocket, she held it out for him to see. “Thank you, by the way. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Without a word, Xi took the box, flipped open the lid, and pulled out the little moon. When he held his hand out, she obediently placed her wrist in it, watching quietly as he attached the charm to her bracelet.  
 
    When he finally looked up to meet her gaze, his smile had taken on a more genuine quality. “It suits you.” 
 
    “I really love it.” She bit her bottom lip and sighed through her nose. “You don’t have to keep buying me things, though. Xi, you’ve already given me so much. I—”  
 
    “And you deserve so much more.” Cradling her cheek, he leaned closer to brush a kiss against her brow. “I would find a way to bottle sunlight if you asked it of me.”  
 
    He was too damn sweet, but she didn’t need things. She didn’t need new clothes, pretty shoes, or sparkly jewelry to be content. Everything she wanted, every happiness she’d ever dream of, was right there in front of her.  
 
    Yet, he felt as far away as the stars.  
 
    “Talk to me,” she said, and she couldn’t hide the note of pleading in her voice. “Please, Xi. I know something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong, fayah.” 
 
    “Bullshit!”  
 
    Cynda sank back and clamped her lips shut, surprised by her own outburst. Where conditioning from years of holding her tongue told her she should apologize and beg forgiveness, fear and anxiety wouldn’t allow it. There was anger there, no doubt, but mostly, she was worried for her mate.  
 
    “You look like hell. You barely eat.” Taking his hand, she brought it back to her cheek and nuzzled into his palm. “I’m willing to bet you aren’t sleeping.” She closed her eyes so he wouldn’t see the tears shining there. “You’re hurting. I can feel it.” She didn’t know if it was because of their soulmate connection or just intuition, but she felt his pain like a dull ache in the pit of her stomach. “Please, talk to me.” 
 
    “Oh, fayah.” With a heavy sigh, he gathered her into his arms and held her close as he stroked her hair.  
 
    “If I’ve done something—” 
 
    “No, don’t ever think that.” He rested his cheek atop her head and sighed again. “I’m sorry that I made you feel that way, even for a moment. None of this is your fault.” 
 
    She pulled back so she could look into his eyes again. “Then, what’s going on? I can tell you’re not happy, but I can’t help if I don’t know why.” 
 
    After a moment of consideration, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. “On my home world, I have a lot of responsibilities. I’m a sentry at the Emerald Palace, protector of the Southern Isle and its people, including Vasere Snowden.” Lifting his head, he stared out over the vast lake and shook his head. “Here, I am no one. I guess I’m not used to feeling so…useless.” 
 
    His confession broke her fucking heart. “You are not useless.” 
 
    In return, he gave her an indulgent grin. “Thank you for saying so, but I am. I came here to protect my siblings, but Jael has her mate now, and the others are capable sentries in their own right. I have no duties, no purpose.” His grin slid from his lips, replaced by a grimace. “I don’t even have control of my magic on this planet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She’d suspected his magic—or lack thereof—had played a part in his recent mood, but she hadn’t realized how much it was affecting him. “That has to be frustrating, but you are more than just your magic, Xi. With or without it, you’re still a soldier…a warrior.”  
 
    He shook his head. “I am nothing without my magic.” 
 
    “I don’t think your brother and sisters would agree with you on that. I know you think they don’t need you, but—” 
 
    “They don’t need me,” he interrupted, his voice flat, hollow. “No one needs me.” 
 
    The tears she’d been fighting since the conversation had started finally spilled over and trekked down her cheeks. “I do.” She traced her fingertips along the curve of his jaw, soft as a butterfly’s wings. “I need you.” 
 
    Not since her fathers had died had anyone looked at her the way Xi did, like she was special. She knew her dads had loved her, but over the years, she couldn’t help but wonder if their love would have proven conditional. Had they lived to see her tested, would they still have smiled when they looked at her? Would they still have thought she was worthy of their affection? 
 
    All she’d known since her tenth birthday was judgment and disappointment. It seemed that everyone she met made sure she knew exactly how unworthy she was, how lacking they found her.  
 
    When she’d tested negative for fertility, the Alliance had marked her face so that the rest of the universe would know her shame. Then, they’d told her she wasn’t fast or strong or smart enough to attend the Academy. Since she also couldn’t read minds, sense emotions, or see the future, she would never be good enough to be an elite. 
 
    Her mother and sisters had made it clear early on that they found her inadequate in every way, undeserving of love, kindness, or even basic human decency. 
 
    Then, she’d met Xi. He didn’t see her flaws. He didn’t look at her like she was unworthy. To him, she was perfect in every way possible, and he never missed a chance to tell her. When he smiled at her, she felt beautiful. When he kissed her, so sweet and chaste, she felt desired. With him, she felt strong, capable.  
 
    He celebrated all the little things that made her different. She’d been made to feel ashamed of her petite size, but Xi loved how seamlessly she fit in his arms. Every time she lamented her lack of real-world skills, he was quick to remind her she simply hadn’t been given the opportunity to practice many. In his eyes, there was nothing she couldn’t do, nothing she couldn’t accomplish.  
 
    When he said things like that, with such conviction, she believed him. More importantly, it made her want to believe in herself.  
 
    “I…I didn’t…” There was so much pain and uncertainty in his eyes when he dipped his head to take her mouth in a heated kiss. “My fayah.” He said it like a plea as his arms tightened around her. “It is I who needs you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she whispered, “we need each other.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe you may be right.” He kissed her again, harder and more demanding this time. “Forgive me my melancholy. I was wrong to focus only on the negative when I’ve been given so much.” 
 
    His mouth connected with hers again, his tongue sweeping across her lips and seeking entrance. She opened to him willingly, her moan ending on a sharp gasp when he dragged her across his lap.  
 
    Her legs parted naturally, falling to either side of his powerful thighs. Hard and swollen, the proof of his desire pressed against her core, creating a firestorm of sensations. Her muscles trembled, her chest constricted, and pure, exquisite pleasure erupted from her very soul. 
 
    She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. Currents of electricity raced across her skin and spiraled down her spine. Her stomach fluttered and tightened. A deep throb pulsed between her thighs.  
 
    When Xi broke the kiss, she dropped her head back and gasped for air. Her hands found his shoulders, her fingers digging into the tight muscles as she fought for control.   
 
    It was no use. 
 
    Xi’s hand stroked down her back, leaving a trail of liquid fire across her skin. His other found the swell of her breast, cupping it gently as he whispered feather-soft kisses along the column of her neck. She arched against him, moaning loudly when the movement lodged his cock more firmly against her aching clit.  
 
    Long fingers dipped under the hem of her dress and danced up the inside of her thigh. He let out a low, strangled groan as he traced the edge of her lace panties. Hooking his finger in the waistband, he tugged and released, letting the material snap back against her lower belly. Fire burned in his eyes, and a wicked grin curved his lips. 
 
    A heartbeat later, her panties vanished, leaving her bare beneath the sundress. “Xi!”  
 
    “Tell me no,” he said, his voice rough and filled with need, “and everything stops. It’s your choice, fayah. Do you want to stop?” 
 
    Though her modesty was hanging by a thread, it was also kind of thrilling to know that someone could catch them at any moment. Stars, she’d probably die of embarrassment if that happened, but right then, there was only one answer she could give. 
 
    “No,” she breathed. “Don’t stop, but…” 
 
    Xi stilled. “But?” 
 
    “No more magic.” She held his gaze and narrowed her eyes. “Promise me.” 
 
    She didn’t know how exactly, but she felt the strain that little bit of magic had put on him. Sure, being able to will away their clothes was convenient, but saving a few extra seconds wasn’t worth what it was doing to his body. 
 
    “Okay, fayah,” he answered after a slight pause. “I guess we’ll just have to make our own magic.” 
 
     Fisting one hand in her hair, he jerked her close and claimed her mouth in a brutal kiss she felt all the way down to her toes. He ravished her lips, biting and sucking at the swollen flesh, then thrust his tongue deep between them. There was no battle for control, no dance for dominance. Xi took what he wanted, and Cynda gave without reservation. 
 
    Her heart hammered wildly, beating a fast tempo against her ribcage. Her legs trembled, her stomach tightened, and a soft brush of his thumb over her covered nipple sent another jolt of desire straight to her core. Need pulsed through her, igniting every nerve ending until her entire body thrummed with sensation. 
 
    His hand dipped beneath her dress again, and she gasped into his mouth when his knuckles brushed her lips. Aching and needy, she rocked against him, arching closer as she sought more friction. Her wanton moan ended on a sharp gasp when he parted her slick folds and pushed two, thick fingers deep inside her.  
 
    Her pussy clenched around the invading digits, and the tiny pinch of pain from being stretched sent a shiver down her spine. Stars, he had barely even touched her, and already, she hovered on the brink, one touch away from unraveling.  
 
    He thrust steadily and crooked his fingers, stroking her from the inside out. When his thumb rubbed over her clit, she cried out as her muscles tensed and her body jerked violently.  
 
    “Xi! Oh, god, please.” She didn’t even know what she was begging for, only that she needed it and soon. “Please,” she panted. “I can’t…I need…” 
 
    “Easy, fayah. I’ve got you.” Pulling his fingers free of their sheath, he locked his arms around her and rolled them until her back pressed into the warm sand. “Let me give you what you need.” 
 
    Without his magic, it took a bit of fumbling to undo the button fly of his leathers, and Cynda almost choked when his long, thick cock sprang free. She had only a moment to worry about how in the hell they were going to fit together before he dragged her dress up over her hips and lowered himself into the cradle of her thighs.  
 
    “I would never hurt you.” 
 
    Winding her arms around his neck, she nodded. “I trust you.” 
 
    Their mouths crashed together as he sank into her, opening her wide and filling her so completely she could barely breathe. There was pain there, the sharp ache of overstretched muscles, but it only added to her pleasure. 
 
    Their coupling wasn’t slow and tender. It was hard and fast, born of primitive instincts and bordering on feral. Every jarring plunge pushed her higher, drove her closer to the edge. Still, she begged for more, desperate for everything he could give her.  
 
    A muscled arm slid beneath her, lifting her hips higher to change the angle, and light exploded behind her closed eyelids on his next inward thrust. Her pulse raced. Her breaths turned ragged. Her body coiled tight, preparing for an orgasm that hovered just out of her reach.  
 
    “Let go,” Xi ordered on a harsh growl. “Let go, fayah. Come for me.” 
 
    His next powerful thrust pushed her up the sandy bank and hit that perfect spot inside her that shattered her into a million, sparkling pieces. Digging her fingers into his shoulders, she tossed her head back and screamed his name to the morning sky as she was rolled beneath a wave of blinding pleasure.  
 
    The cords in Xi’s neck strained, his muscles tensed, and he released a primal roar as he followed her over the precipice, filling her depths with his seed.  
 
    She thought he’d pull away immediately. She expected him to roll onto his back, or maybe even jump to his feet. He did neither of those things.  
 
    Bracing himself on one arm, he continued to hold her close, murmuring words she didn’t understand as he nuzzled against the side of her neck. 
 
    “My fayah,” he whispered. “I am never letting you go.” He emphasized his words by tightening his arm around her. “Never.” 
 
    She believed him. How could she not when he spoke so reverently? She’d meant it when she said she trusted him, but it was time to start trusting herself. It was time to let go of her doubts and worries and embrace the beautiful gift she’d been given.  
 
    “You won’t ever have to,” she promised. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Leaning against the frame of the open doorway, Xi watched his mate flitter around her bedroom.  
 
    Another week had come and gone, and since that day by the lake, Cynda had spent every night in his bed—right where she belonged. Still, she’d had so much taken from her during her short life, he couldn’t bear to take anything else. He wanted her to have a space all her own, a sanctuary she could retreat to when she needed a respite.  
 
    It had taken a lot of convincing, but he knew how to be persuasive. Eventually, she had agreed to keep her bedroom in the mansion, even if she only used it to work on the dress she’d been designing.  
 
    Which seemed to be more and more often lately. 
 
    It was a beautiful garment, and every time he saw it, he was impressed by her talent all over again. Clear jewels sparkled across the fitted bodice like thousands of tiny stars, and the barest hints of purple and gold peeked through the silver skirt when the light hit it just right. It really was a gorgeous piece of artistry, but he didn’t understand why she wouldn’t let him just buy her a new dress for the Freedom Day Gala. 
 
    At the very least, he wished she’d allow him to purchase machines and gadgets to make the task easier. Whenever he would mention it, though, Cynda just smiled, kissed his cheek, and insisted that she enjoyed the process of creating with her own hands.  
 
    Right on cue, she cursed under her breath and brought the pad of her thumb to her lips. “Ow, ow, ow.”  
 
    Sighing, Xi pushed away from the doorjamb and strode across the room. “Let me see it.” 
 
    Cynda screamed as she whipped around to face him. Once she realized who had spoken, she settled somewhat, but she kept a hand pressed over her heart. “Don’t do that!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said around a chuckle. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed the injured digit. “Cynda…” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Gently, she pulled her hand from his grip. “I just pricked it on one of the pins, but it’s not a big deal. See?” She held her thumb up again. “It’s not even bleeding anymore.” 
 
    The female was going to be the death of him. 
 
    “What’s so important about this dress anyway?” 
 
    “It was my grandmother’s.” 
 
    She said this as if it explained everything. For Xi, it clarified nothing. “So?” 
 
    “This dress belonged to my father, Charles’, mother. She wore it when she married my grandfather.” 
 
    He understood the words she said, but their meaning was still unclear. “Married? You mean, bonded?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not like that. They got married in a big, fancy wedding with all their friends and family. There was dancing, and flowers, and a giant cake at least as tall as I am.” As she spoke, her eyes lit up with a kind of wonder he’d never seen before. “He wore a very handsome suit, and she wore this dress. Well, I’ve made some modifications to it, but you get the idea.” 
 
    He really didn’t. “I’m pleased that you’re so happy, but I don’t understand a word you’re saying.” 
 
    Cynda laughed and bounced forward to kiss the side of his neck. “Years and years ago, men and women met, fell in love, then one of them—usually the male—would ask the other one to marry them. Then, they’d come together to celebrate their love in front of friends and family.”  
 
    “Okay.” It still sounded like a bonding ceremony to him. 
 
    “The women wore these beautiful, magnificent dresses. Sometimes, the dresses were vibrant and colorful. Sometimes, they were made of the purest white.” She lifted the skirt of the dress and let it slide through her fingers. “I like the silver.”  
 
    “I like it, too.” 
 
    “Instead of marking their mate’s face—” She idly touched the star inked near the corner of her eye and wrinkled her nose. “—they gave each other rings as a symbol of their love and unity.” 
 
    There was a wistfulness to her tone, a longing in her gaze. Xi still didn’t see what the big deal was, but anything that made her look that happy was okay with him. If she wanted one of these “weddings,” he’d give her the most lavish ceremony anyone had ever seen.  
 
    “Everything just feels so different now.” As she spoke, she traced the lines of lace on the bodice and sighed. “I understand why things changed, and why we had to adapt after the wars. I just think it’s sad that we let some of these traditions die.” 
 
    Now, that, he understood.  
 
    There had been a lot of changes on Xenthian since the king’s mate had crash landed on their planet. Vasera Blackthorn’s arrival had exposed a lot of lies, eons of manipulation, and brought about a revolution of sorts.  
 
    All good things, but he couldn’t help but worry that too much change too quickly could lead to the kind of situations Cynda described. He could only hope his people wouldn’t make the same mistake, that they wouldn’t forsake millennia of tradition and culture to usher in progress for the sake of progress. 
 
    “What about your parents?” Cynda asked. “Did they have an extravagant bonding ceremony?” 
 
    The blood in his veins turned to ice at the mention of his parents.  
 
    “The ceremony itself is a little more sedate on Xenthian, but I’m told the celebration afterwards was the party of the century.” He’d tried to sound casual, to hide the emotions warring inside him, but judging by his mate’s scrunched brow, he hadn’t succeeded. He sighed. “My parents died a long time ago.” 
 
    Her gaze softened, and she ran a hand down his arm in an affectionate caress. “I’m sorry if I brought up bad memories.” 
 
    There was no easy way to tell someone that his parents had descended into madness and murdered an entire village, but his mate deserved the truth, no matter how unpleasant.  
 
    “I have many fond memories of my parents.” The darkness that came after would forever tarnish those recollections. “When our youngest brother, Niran, was four, he drowned in the river.” 
 
    Cynda gasped, her hand going to her mouth as her eyes welled with tears. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “It was.” He still felt the pain of that loss every day. “Our parents were devastated, of course, and their grief made them…reckless. They delved into the blackest of magics trying to find a way to bring him back.” 
 
    “Can magic do that? Bring someone back to life?” 
 
    Xi considered her for a moment.  
 
    “I’m sure there is some that can, but that doesn’t mean it should. My parents became obsessed.” He didn’t know if it was their quest for more power or the magic itself that had led them to Danlas Village, and it didn’t matter. Whatever the reason, the result had been the same. “They decimated an entire village before we could stop them.” 
 
    Cynda’s eyes grew wide, and her bottom lip began to tremble. “You mean, you…” 
 
    He nodded. “Syrie, Osian, and I tracked them into the jungle. They were our parents. It was our responsibility.” 
 
    “Still, that couldn’t have been easy.” Her arms came around his middle in a tight embrace, and she rubbed her cheek against his chest. “I’m so sorry you had to do that.” 
 
    Returning the embrace, he buried his face in her hair and breathed in her sweet scent, letting it calm and soothe him. “I’m sorry, too. I wish it could have ended differently.” 
 
    Cynda burrowed even closer, as if she was trying to climb into his skin with him. “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    No one had forced his parents down their destructive path. They’d chosen it for themselves. While it saddened him to remember them that way, he didn’t feel guilty about what he’d done. They’d hurt so many people, and he had no doubt they would have continued slaughtering the citizens of the Southern Isle if he hadn’t stopped them.  
 
    “I would appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to Syrie.” His sister had done what was necessary to protect their people, but unlike him, she carried the burden of guilt for it, even now. 
 
    Cynda stepped out of his arms and wiped away the tears that stained her cheeks. “I won’t say anything. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, dry your eyes, fayah.” He didn’t regret telling her about his past, but he hadn’t come looking for her to talk about morbid and depressing subjects. “Jael wants everyone downstairs.” 
 
    “Did she say why?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Hmm, well, I guess we shouldn’t keep her waiting.” 
 
    “Probably for the best. She grows more unstable by the day.” 
 
    His mate laughed but smacked him playfully in the arm. “Be nice. She’s pregnant. I can’t even imagine what she’s going through right now.” 
 
    For weeks, he’d done his best not to pry, but the curiosity wouldn’t leave him alone. He made it down the corridor and to the top of the staircase before he finally had to ask. “You came with your sisters for the infertility treatment, but you didn’t take the serum yourself. Why is that?” 
 
    He’d expected stammering, maybe a hint of a blush, but she just shrugged.  
 
    “My mother didn’t think I needed it.” She linked their hands together as she started down the wide steps. “She said it would be a waste, because even if I could carry a child, no one would want to be with someone like me.” 
 
    Xi growled, a primal, animalistic sound he was sure he’d never made before. 
 
    Cynda patted his arm. “I know. I feel the same way.” 
 
    He highly doubted that. She was far too good and kind to want to inflict the kind of violence he was contemplating. “Is there anything stopping you now? Do you not want youngling?” 
 
    They’d reached the bottom of the stairs before she answered. “I do…someday. I think I need to figure out who I am before I become responsible for someone else.” She peeked up at him through her dark lashes. “Is that selfish of me?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I think that’s a very mature and selfless decision, fayah.” Since breaking free of her family’s control, she’d flourished, and he couldn’t have been prouder. “There’s no rush. We’ll wait as long as you want.” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged, and the tension eased from the muscles in her back. “Are you saying you want children one day?” 
 
    He liked younglings. They were a lot less complicated than adults. Honestly, though, he hadn’t given much consideration to having any of his own. Not until he’d met Cynda. 
 
    “With you? Yes. I think I’d like having a daughter with your eyes and my charm.” He winked to show he was teasing. Mostly.  
 
    His mate was still laughing when they entered the kitchen to find everyone seated at the long table in the corner. Luke was smiling. Syrie looked harassed. Osian had his eyes closed, and he might have been asleep.  
 
    Jael glared and tapped her foot impatiently. “It’s about time.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cynda said, still smiling. “It was my fault.” 
 
    It wasn’t anything of the sort, but he kept his arguments to himself when she squeezed his hand almost hard enough to hurt. Well, if that was how she wanted it… “She’s a terrible influence.” 
 
    Jael snorted. “Right. I’ll believe that when pigeons fly.” 
 
    “But pigeons do fly,” Cynda whispered out of the side her mouth, her confusion written in every line of her face.  
 
    Xi rolled his eyes and shook his head. His sister was getting better with human sayings and Earth slang, but she still screwed them up just as often.  
 
    “Pigs,” Luke corrected with a chuckle. “It’s ‘when pigs fly.’” 
 
    “Whatever.” Jael waved her hand, stopped, then tilted her head. “What’s a pig?” 
 
    By the ancestors, they were going to be there all morning at that rate. “You called a meeting? What did you want to discuss?” 
 
    “Right, yes.” She pointed toward the two empty chairs at the end of the table. “Sit. I have news.” She didn’t even wait for them to do as she’d ordered before she started talking again. “Before we came to Earth, we were warned that our magic might not work the same here as it does on our home world. I don’t think any of us expected it to be this bad, though.” 
 
    That was a fucking understatement. Xi couldn’t even do the simplest of spells anymore without wanting to vomit, pass out, or die. Not exactly in that order.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking for a while now that this isn’t normal, but I couldn’t figure out why our magic would be causing so much distress here. Then, the other day, Cynda—” She smiled and dipped her head at Cynda. “—mentioned the protective shield around the planet.” 
 
    Everyone, save Luke, stared at her blankly. 
 
    “And?” Osian asked. 
 
    “Well, when Xenthian was cloaked, the particle inhibitors actually—” 
 
    “Jael.” Syrie arched an eyebrow at her. “No one knows what you’re saying. Speak plainly.” 
 
    Giving them all a glare that would melt the sun, Jael held her arms out to form a large sphere and spoke her next words very slowly. “Big shield around planet make magic no work right.”  
 
    Osian looked as confused as Xi felt. Syrie mirrored her sister’s glare. Luke was trying so hard not to laugh he looked in danger of passing out.  
 
    Cynda giggled.  
 
    “I think what she’s trying to say is that the shield protecting Earth is interfering with your magic.” She bobbed her head slowly. “That makes sense. Your magic is energy based. So, if something disrupts that energy, no more magic.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jael beamed at Cynda like she was her star pupil. “Exactly!”  
 
    It was all very fascinating, but Xi didn’t give a damn about the hows or whys. He just wanted to know what they could do to fix it. “I’m assuming you’ve found a solution?” 
 
    In answer, she retrieved a black, metal box from the kitchen island and carried it over to the table. “After consulting with Serra Spartan-Archer—she’s the one who developed the shield—we made a deal with the Artanes to procure these.” 
 
    She held up a clear, glass pendant attached to a length of black chain. Etched in the center of the glass and pulsing with green light was a mazika leaf, the emblem of the Southern Isle. 
 
    “Essentially,” Luke explained, “it’s a frequency buffer. You still won’t be at full strength, but these will help.” He passed a necklace to Syrie, then another to Osian. “No more nasty side-effects when you use magic.” 
 
    Cynda shook her head when Jael passed both her and Xi two of the pendants. “I don’t need this. I don’t have magic.” 
 
    Jael smiled kindly. “Not yet, but you will. Think of it as a mating gift.” 
 
    “Thank you. That means a lot.” She slipped the chain over her head and centered the pendant between her breasts. “These are lovely. The Artanes do good work.” Her gaze flickered to Luke. “What kind of deal did you have to make with them?” 
 
    “It was more of an exchange, really. These pendants for a drug to stop projectile vomiting.” 
 
    “My stars,” Cynda breathed. “What in the galaxies do they need that for?” 
 
    “No idea. Whatever they’re working on, they’re keeping it under wraps for now, but it’s wreaking havoc on the developers. Namely, the Artanes themselves.” 
 
    While he listened to them talk, Xi pulled the pendant on over his head. The relief was instant. The muscles in his neck unknotted. His chest expanded to allow him to take his first deep breath in weeks. The fog that had clouded his brain lifted, and power coursed through him, igniting every nerve ending.  
 
    Glancing at his siblings, he could tell they were feeling the effects as well. Syrie even smiled. 
 
    “You are a genius, little sister,” Osian announced, interrupting Luke. “Well done!” 
 
    “That is much better,” Syrie agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Rising from his seat, Xi strode over to his sister and wrapped her in a tight hug that lifted her off the ground. “I’m proud of you, princess.”  
 
    He had his mate, his family, and now, he had his magic back. For the first time since leaving home, his life was pretty damn close to perfect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The last week of April ushered in spring storms that darkened the sky and drenched the city. The rains overflowed the lake. The wind tore through the trees, scattering the delicate new blooms. Muddy pawprints had become a constant on the kitchen tiles, courtesy of an extremely disgruntled Daisy.  
 
    Despite the gloom outside, the atmosphere within the mansion had changed considerably since everyone had started wearing the pendants. Laughter could be heard throughout the halls more often now. Family gatherings around the table had become a nightly occurrence.  
 
    When Cynda had offered to take over the cooking, she’d been afraid she might be overstepping, but her suggestion had been met with enthusiastic agreement. Apparently, everyone was tired of ordering from the same local restaurants, but it was either that, sandwiches, or risk Osian setting the kitchen on fire.  
 
    Since cooking was one of the few things she had a little confidence in, she was more than happy to do it. Especially since no one expected it of her. It made her feel useful, and while she didn’t consider it a repayment of her debt, preparing meals for her new family was at least a way to show her appreciation.  
 
    That morning, with the weather outside particularly nasty, she had decided a little comfort food was in order. Osian had been so intrigued by the concept of sweet bread casserole, he’d volunteered to go out into the rain to buy the butter bread from the Krytos-owned bakery down the street. Syrie, per usual when it pertained to anything unfamiliar, was skeptical.  
 
    As it turned out, the dish was a personal favorite of the commander’s. He’d shared with her that his mother had often made sweet bread casserole on Saturday mornings when he’d been little, and the smell of cinnamon and brown sugar always brought back fond memories.  
 
    When he’d asked if it would be okay to invite his sister and her mate for breakfast, Cynda had happily agreed. It was his house, after all, and if he wanted to invite half the city, that was his right. It was nice that he’d been concerned about the extra work it would cause her, but she didn’t mind. After spending so many years isolated and alone, she loved the idea of a house filled with conversation and joy. 
 
    She just hadn’t realized that Cami and Tariq would be bringing seven rambunctious children with them.  
 
    It saddened her to learn there were so many orphaned children in the galaxies that a sanctuary specifically for them was even necessary. After meeting Cami and Tariq, however, she couldn’t think of anyone better to oversee it. From the moment they’d walked through the door, it had been clear how much they loved the children in their care. 
 
    “Hello, fayah.” A solid presence emerged at her back, and strong arms encircled her waist. “How are you fairing?”  
 
    She smiled when Xi leaned around her to place a kiss on her cheek. “These are almost ready to go into the oven.” With the addition of nine extra mouths to feed, she’d had to send Osian back out into the stormy weather for two more loaves of bread, which meant she was running a little behind schedule. “Do you think three casseroles will be enough?” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine. They’re youngling. They don’t eat much.” 
 
    True, but she wanted everything to be perfect.  
 
    The patter of tiny feet echoed behind her, followed by the most infectious giggles. Nudging Xi out of the way, she turned and crouched down on the floor to greet the Tarin twins. “And what are you giggling about, huh? Having you been getting into mischief?”  
 
    Maacon shook his head, making his long, black hair swish around his shoulders. “We’re being good.” 
 
    “Promise,” his sister, Malia, said, drawing a little X over her heart. “Can Xi come play?” She stared up at him with big, onyx eyes that shimmered with hope. “Please?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, little one,” Xi began, a gentle smile on his lips. 
 
    “Of course,” Cynda interrupted. How could anyone say no to such sweet little faces? “You guys go play, and I’ll call you when breakfast is ready. How does that sound?” 
 
    The twins whooped and cheered.  
 
    Xi chuckled at their antics, but he still looked unconvinced as he helped Cynda to her feet. “Are you sure, fayah? I could stay and help you here.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” She gave him a little push, then swatted his backside playfully. “Go on. Get out of my kitchen.” 
 
    Before she could turn back to the counter, he caught her by the wrist and jerked her forward to capture her lips in a brief but heated kiss. “As you wish, my lady.” 
 
    “Ewww, gross!” Maacon stuck his finger in his mouth as he mimicked a variety of retching noises. “Why you gotta kiss her? I’m never gonna kiss females.” 
 
    Laughing, Xi took Maacon’s hand, then Malia’s, and led them out of the kitchen. “You’ll change your mind one day,” she heard him say. “When you’re older.” 
 
    “Nuh uh,” Maacon countered. “I’d rather kiss a slimy frog than kiss a girl.” 
 
    Having never been around children before, Cynda had been nervous when the brood had first arrived. Stars, they were so easy to love, though, and the sounds of their sweet voices and elated laughter was a welcome addition to the big house.  
 
    Three of the older boys had managed to talk Osian, Luke, and Tariq into a mock battle in the holo-room. Judging by the squeals and shouts, it was going well. A couple of the girls were down in the lab with Jael and Cami doing some kind of science experiment. They’d come into the kitchen only once for something to drink, but they’d looked pleased with themselves, so Cynda assumed whatever they were working on had been a success. 
 
    That just left Jarah. At twelve, she was the oldest of the group, and the only human. Quiet and shy, she’d blushed furiously when being introduced to everyone, but she hadn’t said a word since she’d arrived. Instead of exploring the mansion or playing with the other children, she sat in the breakfast nook with Daisy, silently watching the rain splatter against the windowpanes.  
 
    The pair had been cuddled together on the cushioned window bench for the better part of an hour, and both looked perfectly content to remain there indefinitely. 
 
    Cynda didn’t know what had happened to the girl’s parents, and she didn’t need to know. The inky star tattooed at the corner of her eye, as well as the fact that she wasn’t currently attending the Academy, said a lot.  
 
    Cynda had been that girl once upon a time. Judged and found lacking. Lonely and afraid. Trying to force Jarah out of her shell wouldn’t work. What she needed was time, a safe environment, and someone to be there for her when she needed to talk.  
 
    That didn’t mean she should be ignored completely, though. A little unobtrusive pampering might go a long way, just a small gesture to let her know that someone—anyone—cared.  
 
    Popping the casseroles into the oven, Cynda set the timer, then headed to the library. It was one of her favorite rooms in the house, and it still amazed her that the commander had such a vast collection of old books that had survived the Alien Wars.  
 
    It took her a few minutes to find just the right one, a story filled with both adventure and romance. Pleased with her selection, she tucked it under her arm, grabbed one of the soft throw blankets off the sofa, and made her way back to the kitchen.  
 
    Without a word, she placed the book down on the seat beside Jarah and draped the blanket over her lap. The child tensed, but she didn’t look away from the window. Cynda hadn’t expected her to. There was still something missing, though. 
 
    Realizing what they needed, she went to the pantry and dug around on the shelves until she came up with a canister of cocoa mix. It was the synthetic stuff, not the real deal, but it would do.  
 
    Five minutes later, she had two mugs filled with rich, fragrant chocolatiness. Leaving her own cup on the counter, she carried the other over to Jarah and set it down on the windowsill. Cynda still didn’t speak, but she smiled when he saw that the girl had snuggled down in the blanket. While she hadn’t picked up the book yet, she was tracing the embossed letters on the front with her fingertips.  
 
    As she turned away to go check on her casseroles, she heard the smallest voice whisper, “Thank you.” 
 
    Not wanting to ruin the moment, she didn’t offer a verbal response, but simply nodded.  
 
    Neither of them acknowledged each other again after that, but by the time the oven beeped, Jarah had the book opened and was quietly reading the story to Daisy. The pup rested her head on Jarah’s lap and stared up at her, seemingly engrossed in the tale. 
 
    Cynda wanted to capture the moment and keep it with her forever. 
 
    Humming a happy tune under her breath, she moved the baking dishes to the stovetop to let them cool while she rounded up everyone for breakfast. First, she tapped out a message on her wrist unit and sent it to the commander and Jael.  
 
    When Luke had first offered her the device, she’d been hesitant to accept it. Now, she had to admit, it came in pretty handy most days.  
 
    Syrie had disappeared early that morning to places unknown, and since she didn’t have a wrist unit, Cynda had no way of contacting her. Thankfully, Jael solved the problem by offering to track her down her sister and force her to the breakfast table.  
 
    That just left Xi and the twins. 
 
    The task had been easy enough. All she’d had to do was follow the sounds of giggles and cheers to the great room off the front entryway. There, she found the trio seated on fluffy cushions around the polished coffee table. She didn’t know where they’d found glitter or pink and purple sheets of paper, but she suspected Xi and his magic had something to do with it.  
 
    “Please, please, please,” the twins chanted together. 
 
    Malia clutched her hands together and shook them at Xi. “Please. Just one more time?” 
 
    None of them had noticed her standing off to the side, so Cynda pressed her lips together and just watched.  
 
    “Okay,” Xi relented with a huge smile. “Only one more time, though.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    The twins leapt to their feet, their tiny frames literally vibrating with excitement. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Xi started to wave his hands around in elaborate, complicated gestures, much to the delight of the children. “Do you remember the magic words?” 
 
    They nodded, and together, they started chanting. “Unam. Levus. Onis.” 
 
    Glittering paper hearts rose into the air, spinning in neat little circles as they swirled around them. Maacon pumped his fist. Malia clapped. They both started to giggle again. 
 
    Cynda pressed her fingers to her lips to muffle her own laughter. They were absolutely precious, and she couldn’t get over how patient and caring Xi was with them. 
 
    Just then, Malia spotted her and gave a big wave. “Hi, Cynda! Look at what we made.” 
 
    Pulling herself together, Cynda pasted on a bright smile and walked over to join them at the table. “I see.” She knelt on the floor beside her mate and leaned against his shoulder. “It’s wonderful. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so pretty.” 
 
    Xi bent his head and kissed her temple. “I have.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered. “Charmer.” She accepted another kiss, this one on the lips, then looked up at the twins. “Who’s hungry?” 
 
    “Me!” 
 
    “Me, too!”  
 
    “Okay, then, let’s get you two cleaned up so we can eat.” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Maacon shook his head and waved her away with a very superior air. “We can do it by ourselves.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Malia agreed, pushing up the sleeves of her blue sweater. “We’re big. We can do it.” 
 
    Cynda worried her bottom lip between her teeth as she watched them hurry out of the living room. “Maybe I should go with them.” 
 
    “They’ll be okay.” Xi rocked sideways, bumping her arm. When she continued to stare after them, he chuckled and tugged a strand of her hair. “Hey, I have something for you.” 
 
    That got her attention. “Xi.” He’d been better, but he just couldn’t resist bringing her some new, shiny trinket every couple of days. “We talked about this.” 
 
    “I know, but this is different.” He dropped his hands, letting the paper hearts float back down to the table. “I made it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s different.” She held her hand out and stared at him expectantly. “Give me.” 
 
    Stars, he had a great laugh.  
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    He sounded nervous, but that only intrigued her more. She did as he asked, and what was clearly a piece of paper landed on her palm.  
 
    “Can I look?” 
 
    “You can look.” 
 
    Opening her eyes, she stared down at the piece of paper in her hand. It wasn’t pink or purple, but a shimmering gold, and instead of being shaped into a heart, it looked like a sun with swirling rays. Written in the center in untidy script, three little words glowed a bright, luminescent yellow. 
 
    I Love You 
 
    “Oh, Xi.” Her pulse stuttered, then picked up a quick tempo as tears brimmed along her lower lids.  
 
    “I don’t know if I spelled everything—” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” Pressing the note to her chest, she threw her other arm around his neck and pulled him into a desperate kiss. “I love you, too. I love you so much. Thank you.” 
 
    Resting their brows together, he grinned as he rubbed their noses together. “Why are you thanking me?” 
 
    “For loving me. For accepting me the way I am. For…I don’t know. Just for everything.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Fayah, no amount of magic in the universe could enchant me the way your smile does. From the moment I met you, I was completely captivated.”  
 
    “I feel the same way.” Meeting him, loving him, it was like waking up from a deep sleep. Until he’d come into her life, she hadn’t been living, not really. She’d merely been surviving. “You are my destiny.” 
 
    “And you, fayah, are my miracle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Cynda had never been inside the Hall of Regents before, but it was even more amazing than she ever could have imagined.  
 
    There was still an austere quality that commanded respect, but in honor of the celebration, black and crimson sashes had been draped over everything that would stand still in the main hall. Large banners bearing the insignia of the Alliance—as well as the allies who had aided in the defeat of the Zyphir—hung from the rafters. Beautiful, fragrant flowers had been strategically placed around the room, adding another touch of elegance to the proceedings.  
 
    Big, circular tables surrounded the dance floor, the ebony tablecloths creating the perfect backdrop for the crimson napkins and golden, candelabra centerpieces. Servers dressed in impeccably tailored suits flittered about the room carrying silver trays laden with champagne, wine, and a variety of hors d’oeuvres.   
 
    Most of the males had donned solid black for the occasion. The elites wore striking, dress uniforms, while the Krytos and Helios preferred shiny, supple leather. The few Tarin in attendance had opted for tunics the color of midnight with intricate stitching in various hues, though Cynda couldn’t have said what the colors represented. Even the D’Aire males had chosen dark, inky garbs which made their silver-white hair and fair skin practically glow like starlight. 
 
    The ocean of darkness made the regents stand out like fiery sirens in their crimson dress uniforms, and the all-white uniforms worn by the high commanders were almost blinding. In fact, several people turned to stare openly when High Commander Matt Malloy entered the hall.  
 
    Judging by the scowl on his face, he didn’t care for the attention. 
 
    As for the females in attendance, they dazzled in dresses of every length, fit, and color of the rainbow. Some had left their hair loose and flowing. Others had chosen to tie their tresses into sleek, complicated knots. Each and every one of them sparkled from crown to toe in the soft, amber light cast by the overhead chandeliers. 
 
    It was all just so…extravagant.  
 
    “Are you okay, fayah?” 
 
    Though she trembled with nerves, she gripped Xi’s hand and nodded. “I’m okay. Just don’t leave me, okay?” 
 
    Spinning her to face him, he tilted her head up with a finger under her chin. “Never.” His lips were soft against hers, the kiss a silent promise. “Did I mention how beautiful you look?” 
 
    She felt beautiful. Her grandmother’s wedding dress had turned out even better than she’d envisioned, and the open-toed heels Cami had helped her choose matched it perfectly. She’d kept her makeup subtle and foregone any accessories. Since she knew Xi liked her hair loose, she’d styled it in simple, elegant waves with one side pinned back from her face with a jewel-encrusted clip. 
 
    That didn’t make her any less anxious, though. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Small, delicate fingers slid down her arm and gripped her wrist briefly before pulling away. “It’s my first Freedom Day Gala, too. I’m just as nervous as you are.” 
 
    Cami looked like a vision in her peach-colored gown with its lace straps and asymmetrical hem. Her hair cascaded down her back in beautiful, golden curls, and she’d accessorized with a simple pair of opal earrings. 
 
    She might have been a little apprehensive, but her excitement was just as obvious. With Osian and Syrie watching the children, it was the first evening she and her mate would get to spend alone together since they’d taken over the sanctuary. Plus, she had been born for this kind of life, for lavish, sophisticated parties.  
 
    “I’m quite nervous as well,” Jael said, her voice just loud enough to be heard over the music. “It’s all a bit overwhelming, isn’t it?” 
 
    She’d wrapped her dark hair around her head in a delicate braid adorned with tiny, sparkling gems. Her jade dress trimmed in silver sequins molded to every curve, hugged every swell. The neckline plunged all the way to her navel while thin, silver straps crisscrossed up her back. The swirled markings on her skin pulsed with iridescent light, likely from stress, but she had no reason to feel self-conscious.  
 
    She looked just like a fairy princess. 
 
    A few feet away, Tariq and Luke had their heads bent in conversation with a couple of Tarin males. While they snuck surreptitious glances at their mates every once in a while, they didn’t hover. Moreover, Cami and Jael weren’t falling apart over it. 
 
    Cynda watched the couples for a few seconds, then peeked up at her own mate. He was devastatingly handsome in his silver tunic—the color just a shade darker than her dress. He’d tied his hair back in a simple braid that accentuated the sharp angles of his face, and his eyes lit up with adoration every time he looked at her.  
 
    He exuded confidence and power by doing nothing more than breathing, and he deserved a mate just as capable, no some swooning damsel in distress. She wasn’t some delicate flower who needed constant protection, and it was high time she started acting like it. 
 
    “Xi?” She swallowed down her anxiety and released his hand. “Would you mind getting us some drinks, love?”  
 
    Considering she’d begged him not to leave her only moments before, she wasn’t surprised when his mouth turned down at the corners. She smiled, hoping to convey poise and certainty. His scowl deepened. 
 
    “It’s okay.” She inched closer to Cami and nodded. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Xi shook his head. “No. I gave my word not to leave you alone tonight.” He offered his hand. “If you want a drink, I will accompany you.” When she didn’t immediately reach out to him, he caught her wrist and tugged her back to his side. “You have nothing to prove, fayah.” 
 
    She pressed closer and sighed. “I’m…I just…” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Relief washed over her at his words, but she couldn’t help feeling as if she’d somehow failed. Xi had been wonderfully understanding so far, but it wasn’t fair to expect his patience to last forever.  
 
    Cami offered her a kind smile. “Sorry,” she said, wrinkling her nose as she tapped her temple. “I couldn’t help but overhear.” 
 
    Cynda blushed at the reminder of Cami’s telepathic abilities. Stars, she could only imagine what else the female had seen inside her head.  
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong,” Cami continued. “Watch.” 
 
    She took two steps to the side. Without even looking up from his conversation, Tariq moved as well, shuffling around the loosely formed circle of males.  
 
    Cami smirked. “See?” 
 
    “They can’t help themselves,” Jael said with a mischievous little grin.  
 
    She came forward, moving no more than three feet from where she’d been. Luke tensed, and his head snapped up, his bright blue eyes tracking her every step.  
 
    “Overprotective fools,” Jael muttered affectionately.  
 
    “And we wouldn’t have them any other way,” Cami added. Her gaze went to Tariq, and a dreamy expression came over her face. “It’s okay to need your mate, Cynda. That doesn’t make you weak.” 
 
    “Of course, not,” Jael agreed. “In fact, I’d say it takes a great deal of strength to place so much trust in another.” 
 
    Crap. If they didn’t stop, Cynda was going to start crying and ruin the makeup that had taken forever to apply. 
 
    “I hear you. I get it.” 
 
    Both females converged, tugging her away from Xi and into the circle of their arms. That did it. The tears finally overflowed.  
 
    “Thank you,” she hiccupped. “For everything.” 
 
    Cami patted her back. “That’s what family does.” 
 
    “We take care of each other,” Jael finished. 
 
    “You never have to be alone again, fayah.” Xi didn’t join in their group hug, but he did move close enough to brush the tears from her cheeks. 
 
    Luke appeared behind Jael and bent to kiss the top of her head. “We’re all here for you, Cynda.” 
 
    Tariq joined them, stopping just outside of their circle. “Everyone needs a little help sometimes. There’s no shame in that.” He patted Cynda awkwardly on the shoulder, then cleared his throat. “Okay, break it up. This is supposed to be a party.” 
 
    Everyone laughed as they broke apart and paired up once again.  
 
    Leaning into Xi’s embrace, Cynda tilted her head up to receive a slow, tender kiss that made her legs shake. She’d been alone for so long, depending only on herself, she had forgotten what it was like to have people who lifted her up rather than try to tear her down. She’d forgotten what it was like to have a real family.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered against her mate’s lips. “So much.” 
 
    “As I love you.”  
 
    Suddenly, everything felt a lot less daunting, making it hard to remember what she’d been so afraid of in the first place. “Come dance with me.” 
 
    She expected a quick refusal, maybe some gruff line about how a royal sentry didn’t dance. She was prepared to convince him otherwise, but as it turned out, there was no need. Xi grinned devilishly before lifting her off her feet and spinning her in a circle. Clutching his shoulders, she shrieked and laughed, her heart filled with so much joy she feared it might burst. 
 
    “Are you happy, fayah?” he asked as he lowered her onto the illuminated dance floor. 
 
    “More than I’ve ever been in my whole life.” Everything had changed when her fathers had died, and ever since, she felt like she’d been searching for a place to belong. “This is where I fit.” Leaning in, she placed a kiss, right over his heart. “With you.”  
 
    It was one of those perfect moments she wanted to preserve and live in forever. So, of course, she should have known it couldn’t last. 
 
    “I guess they’ll let anyone into the gala these days,” came a familiar, cold voice from behind her.  
 
    Xi growled, but Cynda shook her head before turning to face the newcomer. “Hello, mother.” 
 
    Marilyn Vargas-Hale leaned close, her face a mask of unadulterated rage. “How dare you,” she hissed. “How dare you show your face here.” 
 
    “I have just as much right to be here as anyone else.” 
 
    “After what you did—”  
 
    “And what exactly is it that you think I did?”  
 
    “You know exactly what you did. You and that…that—” Her gaze darted to Xi. “—freak!”  
 
    “Easy, mother. Your bigotry is showing.” 
 
    For weeks, she’d dreaded facing her mother again. The fear had settled inside her like a living thing, growing and festering, but standing there now, she felt…nothing. She wasn’t afraid. There was no anger. Her life had changed a lot in the last few weeks, and so had she. No longer was she the scared little girl who desperately sought her mother’s approval. No longer was she willing to take whatever scraps of affection were offered to her. 
 
    She deserved more. She deserved better. Xi had taught her that, and though it had taken a little time, she finally believed it. 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” Anise said, stepping up beside her mother. “You don’t belong anywhere.” 
 
    “You try so hard,” Sage cooed, appearing on the other side of their mother. “A hand-me-down dress doesn’t change anything, though.”  
 
    Xi stepped forward, the markings on his skin pulsing dangerously as he vibrated with barely contained fury. “Watch your tone, female. Speak to my mate that way again, and I will remove your tongue from your wretched mouth.” 
 
    His threat of violence probably should have troubled her, but honestly, it was kind of hot. On the other hand, she really didn’t want to start an interplanetary incident in the middle of the party.  
 
    “There’s no need for that.” She looked her sisters up and down, ignoring her mother completely. “They’re not worth it.” 
 
    “Why, you insolent, spiteful, little—” Marilyn’s hand shot out, her open palm aimed for Cynda’s cheek.  
 
    Cynda caught her wrist before the blow could land, gripping it tightly and holding her arm aloft. They glared at each other, neither of them speaking, but they seemed to be garnering a lot of attention from nearby partygoers.  
 
    Suddenly, Cynda found herself surrounded. Xi pressed against her, his warning snarl vibrating her back. Jael and Cami bracketed her on either side, their mates right beside them.  
 
    “Is there a problem here?” Luke asked, his voice hard and unbending. 
 
    Her mother may not have recognized him specifically, but she couldn’t miss the four gold bars on his dress uniform. “No,” she said, adopting a simpering tone and a fake smile. “There’s no problem, Commander. I was just saying hello to my daughter.” She nodded to the twins. “We’ve missed her. Haven’t we, girls?” 
 
    Anise and Sage bobbed their heads obediently.  
 
    “I wasn’t speaking to you.” Luke gave all three a withering glare in turn. “Cynda? Is everything okay?”  
 
    “Everything is fine,” Cynda agreed, letting Marilyn’s hand fall away. “My mother and sisters were just leaving.”  
 
    Despite everything they’d done to her, everything they were, she didn’t want to see them hurt or even humiliated. She just wanted them to leave and never contact her again. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Tall with broad shoulders and lean waist, Marius Irati strode up to them, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. “Why are you harassing my daughter?” His gaze bored into Cynda. “Answer me.” 
 
    She stared into those fathomless blue eyes for a full minute before turning her back on him. 
 
    “Don’t you dare walk away when I’m speaking to you.” He faltered when Xi took a menacing step toward him but rallied and continued in a more hushed tone. “I will not have you embarrassing our family on this day of celebration.” 
 
    “Family?” Cynda exploded. She rounded on him, jabbing her finger at her mother and sisters. “They made my life a living hell for eleven years, and you—” She swung the accusing finger toward her grandfather. “—ignored me for twenty!” 
 
    “Now, Cynda,” her mother began. 
 
    But Cynda wasn’t finished. “I cooked for you. Cleaned. I did everything you ever asked of me, mother. I even moved into the staff quarters so the twins could turn my room into another closet.” A sizeable crowd had started to gather, and murmurs of shock and disgust swept through the onlookers. “I never complained. I never asked for anything from you, but it was never enough, was it? I was never enough.” 
 
    Her grandfather gaped throughout most of her speech, but he eventually pulled himself together and straightened his spine. “Those are very serious accusations, Cynda. Do you—”  
 
    “No,” she said, cutting him off. “You don’t get to speak to me. You never gave a damn about me before, and I don’t care what you have to say now. You are not my family.” She shook her head, her temper subsiding as quickly as it had flared, leaving her drained. Numb. “None of you are.”  
 
    The mutterings around them grew louder, some of them even clear enough for her to pick up a few words. 
 
    “… something wrong with that family.” 
 
    “…hardly ever saw the girl.” 
 
    “…dressed in those rags.” 
 
    “Spoke to her once…” 
 
    “…seemed so sweet.” 
 
    “Despicable…” 
 
    It probably should have made her feel better, or at least, vindicated, but she didn’t know these people. None of them knew her. They had no reason to believe her. They were just interested in the scandal, and as soon as something more exciting came along, they’d forget all about this little scene.  
 
    Trying to block out the noise around her, she turned and hurried through the crowd. She didn’t know where she was going, and she didn’t care. She just had to get away.  
 
    “Cynda, wait!” Heavy footsteps rushed closer, and strong arms caught her around the waist. “It’s okay,” Xi soothed. “Shh, easy.” He gathered her into his arms, clutching her close as he stroked his fingers through her hair. “Breathe, fayah. You’re okay.” 
 
    As the adrenaline ebbed, other emotions bubbled to the surface. Hurt. Embarrassment. Anger. 
 
    Freedom.  
 
    More than anything else, she felt free.  
 
    The clack of heels against the tiled floor drew her attention, and she looked up just in time to see Cami and Jael rushing toward them. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” Cami exclaimed. “That was amazing!”  
 
    “You were so brave,” Jael agreed.  
 
    She hadn’t thought of it like that, but just a few weeks ago, she’d have never had the courage to stand up to her mother like that. “Yeah, I guess I was.” 
 
    “You were incredible,” Xi whispered as he brushed a kiss against her temple. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    She was pretty damn proud of her, too. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you want to go home?” He stared at her, his gaze filled with concern and understanding. 
 
    The old her would have nodded meekly, run home, and hidden herself away. She wasn’t the person anymore. She wouldn’t let her mother or anyone else dictate her life ever again. 
 
    “Actually…” Taking his hand, she backed away, pulling him with her. “I never did get that dance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    “I’ve never met royalty before. Then again, I’ve never been off Earth, either.” Cynda gripped the edge of the ship’s window and leaned so close her breath fogged the glass. “I can’t believe I’m actually in space!”  
 
    Grinning, Xi closed out the report he’d been reading and set the comm glass aside. Stars, his mate was adorable. For three days, she’d been bouncing around the ship, her excitement so infectious that he’d even heard Syrie laugh—twice. 
 
    When he’d first broached the subject of them returning to Xenthian, he admitted he’d been worried. By her own admission, she’d never left Earth before. Hell, she’d barely even been out of Light City. It would have been natural for her to be hesitant about traveling several lightyears across the universe to an unfamiliar planet.  
 
    Especially when he hadn’t been able to give her a clear answer on when they might visit Earth again.  
 
    As always, though, she had surprised him. She’d had questions, of course, but not the ones he’d expected. Would she be able to breathe the air on Xenthian? Did all the females wear dresses, or could she bring pants? What kind of food did they eat? Did they have shuttles, or did everyone just transport to wherever they wanted to go? 
 
    The last question had been of particular interest since she’d expressed worry that she might not have an aptitude for magic, even after they were officially bonded. 
 
    He’d enjoyed answering her inquiries and allaying her concerns. Telling her about his world reminded him just how much he missed it. Seeing the way Cynda’s eyes lit up when he described his home on the Southern Isle made him realize how much he took for granted.  
 
    However, their relocation wasn’t entirely because of homesickness.  
 
    After much discussion and consideration, Luke and Jael had decided it was time to leave Earth and make the long journey to Xenthian. With the birth of their child fast approaching, their revelation hadn’t really surprised him. He knew Jael wanted to have the baby on Xenthian, just as he knew there wasn’t anything in the galaxies Luke wouldn’t give her.   
 
    Well, that, and Luke had confided in him that he worried about how the shield around Earth might affect the delivery. The frequency blockers Jael had secured for them had helped tremendously, but their magic would never be the same that far away from home. The use of it still made them tired, weak, and spells still had the potential to go sideways just as often as they went right.  
 
    Luke and Jael still had business to complete in Light City that would take another week or so, but Xi had been eager to reach Xenthian and start planning his bonding ceremony with Cynda. Jael had encouraged his early departure, and she’d even offered him a parting gift. He’d just been waiting for the right moment to share it with his mate. 
 
    “What should I call him?” 
 
    Xi blinked. He’d been so lost in thought he’d clearly missed a good deal of the conversation they were apparently having. “Call who?” 
 
    “Your king.” 
 
    “He’s not the king, but you can call him Vasere, or Vasere Snowden.” 
 
    Cynda chewed her bottom lip between her teeth and bobbed her head. “How should I greet him? I mean, do I bow? Curtsey? Xenon don’t shake hands. Jael told me that much.” 
 
    “Cynda—”  
 
    “Oh, stars, what if I forget his name?” 
 
    “Fayah—”  
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she jumped to her feet. “What if I forget my own name?” 
 
    “Fayah,” he called loudly through his chuckles. “Please relax.”  
 
    “Relax?” Hands clutched together so tightly the skin had turned white beneath her fingers, Cynda huffed at him in exasperation. “Relax? I’m going to be meeting the ruler of your island, and you want me to relax? What if I screw up? What if I make a complete fool out of myself?” She unlinked her hands and grabbed the skirt of her cheery, pink dress, shaking it violently. “I am so underdressed for this. I look ridiculous. I should change.”  
 
    Grabbing her around the waist when she tried to rush past him, Xi swept her into his arms and closed his mouth over hers. Damn, he loved her, even when she was being a neurotic mess. 
 
    “You look beautiful.” He tucked a loose curl behind her ear and stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Utterly dazzling.” 
 
    “Xi, I don’t—”  
 
    He silenced her with another kiss. “It both pleases and infuriates me to know that everyone on my isle will be watching you, wanting you…coveting what’s mine.” 
 
    “No one is going to be looking at me. I—Xi!” She gasped, and a little shiver vibrated her frame when he cupped her ass and pulled her flush against him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Distracting you.” 
 
    “We can’t.” She didn’t push him away, though. “We’ll be landing soon.”  
 
    “We have time.” He skimmed his nose along the length of her neck, smiling against the fragrant skin when she dropped her head back. 
 
    “I didn’t…I mean, I don’t…” Rising up on her toes, she arched into him with a breathy moan. “I can’t think when you do that.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “But,” she gasped, “Syrie is probably waiting for us on the command deck.” 
 
    Sliding his hand up the expanse of her stomach, he cupped her breast through the material of her dress as he nipped at the skin on her bare shoulder. “Let her wait.” 
 
    “I…I’m…” She relaxed into his arms with a breathy sigh. “I’ve got nothing else.” 
 
    Xi groaned before capturing her mouth in another deep, searing kiss. “Thank the ancestors.” 
 
    Willing their clothes away, he tumbled them onto the bed, falling between his mate’s thighs and sinking into her slick heat. He loved that she was always ready for him, always eager. Even when he reached for her in the middle of the night, she welcomed him with quiet sighs and heady moans.  
 
    Their lips met in an achingly tender kiss as he began a languid rhythm, sliding into her with gentle, unhurried strokes until neither of them could hold back their desire any longer. Cynda’s cries grew in volume as their pace increased, and she tossed her head back, arching into him, meeting him thrust for powerful thrust. 
 
    They reached the pinnacle at the same time and tumbled over the edge together, her name a whisper on his lips as he spilled himself inside her.  
 
    “Mmm,” Cynda hummed a few moments later, a satisfied smile on her lips. “You were right. That was exactly what I needed.”  
 
    Xi chuckled as he dipped his head to rest his brow against hers. “Glad I could accommodate.”  
 
    “Initiating landing sequence.” 
 
    Xi glared up at the speakers in the ceiling as the ship’s AI concluded the announcement with an estimated arrival time.  
 
    Cynda laughed. “I guess that means we better get cleaned up and dressed.” She patted his shoulder, then shivered when he pushed away, dislodging himself from her depths. “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Watching her bounce off the bed and hurry into the attached bathroom, he rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. He’d been waiting the whole trip for the perfect moment, but unfortunately, he was out of time. 
 
    Once the bathroom door closed behind his mate, he stretched out on the bed and pulled open the drawer of the nightstand. Extracting a small, clear tin etched with the Hart Pharmaceutical logo, he held it between his thumb and forefinger, just watching the way the light played off the surface. He didn’t know how long he sat there contemplating if he was doing the right thing, but it must have been a while. 
 
    “Have you seen my shoes?” Cynda asked, waltzing back into the room in her little, pink sundress. “I swear, I am always losing them.” 
 
    “Fayah, come sit with me.” 
 
    “We’re landing,” she answered distractedly. “You need to get dressed.” 
 
    He redressed with a wave of his hand, then pushed upright to sit on the edge of the mattress. “Please.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said slowly, ceasing the search for her shoes to join him on the bed. “You look worried. What’s going on?” 
 
    Xi turned the box over in his hands and swallowed. “You know that the cure Jael and Luke have been working on originated on Xenthian.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, everyone knows that.” The frown lines faded, and her eyebrows winged toward her hairline. “Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, right. I’ll be cured almost as soon as we land, won’t I?” 
 
    “Probably not that quickly, but essentially, yes. Which is why I wanted you to have this.” He pressed the clear tin into her palm and closed her fingers around it. 
 
    “The cure?” 
 
    “A choice.” He brushed her hair back from her face and cupped her cheek. “You’ll be healed either way, fayah, but I wanted you to have the choice to heal yourself.”  
 
    Smiling, she pressed closer, rubbing her cheek against his palm. “That’s really sweet.” 
 
    “I know you aren’t ready for youngling yet, which is why I asked Jael to include a little something else as well.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled adorably as she pried off the lid and looked inside. “The birth control implant.” She laughed as she held up the tiny pen-like device. “I have nothing against the cure or having children, but you’re right. I don’t know that I’m ready just yet, so this is perfect.” She arched up to brush their lips together. “Thank you. This really means a lot.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing.” 
 
    “More?” she teased. “What else could I possibly need?” 
 
    “If you want, I can remove the mark.” He slid his thumb over the star inked near the corner of her eye. She had never said anything specifically, but he knew how much that mark had hurt her, and he wanted nothing more than to remove that burden and painful memories it represented. “Again, it’s your choice.” 
 
    Her eyes turned glassy with tears, and her bottom lip trembled when she spoke. “You’d really do that for me?” 
 
    “My sweet fayah,” he murmured. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Cynda didn’t forget her name. She didn’t forget Vasere Lynx Snowden’s name, either. She had, however, blushed furiously when he’d congratulated Xi on such a “splendid” mating.  
 
    They’d exchanged a few more pleasantries, and the Vasere had invited her and Xi to dine with him later in the evening. His motivations hadn’t been entirely altruistic, however. Apparently, he had a lot of questions about Earth. 
 
    Once they’d said their goodbyes, Cynda had been whisked away, up the green marble stairs of the Emerald Palace to the most extraordinary set of rooms she had ever seen. Vines of black and blue spiraled up twin, ivory columns set in the middle of the common area, their heart-shaped leaves illuminated by glowing, white blooms. Dozens of glass spheres floated near the high ceiling, each one flickering with a soft amber light that looked more like dancing fireflies than actual flames. 
 
    Instead of stones, or tiles, or even wood, thick, soft grass the color of sapphires covered the floor. A curtain of ivy over an arched doorway parted when she approached, allowing her to step through onto a spacious, covered balcony.  
 
    “I wish I could have timed our arrival better,” Xi said, stepping up behind her and winding his arms around her waist. “I had forgotten it was the rainy season.” 
 
    “I think it’s amazing.” 
 
    From the balcony, she could see the emerald ocean in the distance, its turbulent waters surrounded by amethyst sand. Stars, the entire planet was like one big jewel, and it was absolutely breathtaking.  
 
    Holding her hand out over the marble railing, she laughed with pure delight when drops of warm rain splattered against her palm, turning her skin a pale, translucent green. Holy nova, she couldn’t believe she actually got to live there, that such a wonderous place was really her new home.  
 
    “It’s like a dream,” she whispered. “The kind you never want to wake up from.”  
 
    “I’m happy you’re happy.” His arms tightened around her as he rubbed his cheek against the top of her head. “I love you, fayah.”  
 
    Resting her hands atop his arms, she squeezed gently. “I love you, too.” 
 
    Studying her reflection into the oversized windows that bracketed the doorway, she smiled. She hardly even recognized herself, and not just because she no longer carried the mark of an infertile female. The cure itself had been more symbolic than anything, but Xi had been right. It had been a choice she needed to make for herself rather than just wait for the healing properties of the planet to take their course.  
 
    Those changes weren’t why she couldn’t stop grinning at the woman staring back at her, though. She wasn’t taller or curvier. Her hair was the same length and shade of dark brown it had always been. The only difference in her appearance was subtle, but it was important. 
 
    She looked radiantly happy. 
 
    “I have something for you.” 
 
    She didn’t even bother to scold him. It wouldn’t do her any good. “I love it.” 
 
    Xi chuckled. “You don’t even know what it is.” 
 
    “I love it anyway.” God, she adored his laugh. “Okay, okay, let’s see it. What did you get me?” 
 
    A length of emerald leather slid around her neck, and a smooth, glossy stone nestled between her breasts. She pinched it between her fingers as Xi tied the ends of the cord together at her nape. Though it had no definitive shape, the edges were smooth, the surface warm to the touch. Flecks of gold dotted the onyx stone, shimmering in the silvery sunlight that managed to break through the cloud cover.  
 
    “See? I knew I’d love it.” Spinning around, she bounced up on her toes to give him a smacking kiss. “It’s beautiful, Xi.” Falling back to her heels, she felt her brow scrunch as she stared down at the stone again. “Uh, what exactly is it?” 
 
    “It’s called a lakatsa stone, or a wishing stone. They’re mined from the mountains of the Northern Isle. We use them to teach the younglings when they’re first learning magic.” 
 
    She bobbed her head slowly. “Okay.” She still didn’t get it. “Am I supposed to do something with it?” 
 
    “Our bonding ceremony isn’t for another couple of weeks, but I thought you might like to start practicing your magic before then.”  
 
    “Yes!” she practically shouted at him. “How does it work? What do I do?” 
 
    He drew a line down the center of her chest with his forefinger, then lifted the black stone by its cord. “This will let you channel some of my magic.” 
 
    Clutching the stone in her fist, she stared up at him with giddy anticipation. “Right now? Can we do it now?” 
 
    “Yes, fayah, we can do it now.” The smile slid from his lips, and he pointed a finger at her with mock sternness. “No pouting if it doesn’t work the first time. Magic requires patience and control.” 
 
    “Deal. No pouting. Got it.”  
 
    His smile returned, and he even winked at her. “Okay, hold your hand out, palm up. Good,” he praised when she did as he asked. “Now, imagine just a single flame right there, dancing over your skin.” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” 
 
    “No, fayah, it won’t burn you.” 
 
    She dipped her head. “Okay, I’m picturing it.” 
 
    “Repeat after me. Chroma flaga.” 
 
    Cynda stared down at her hand as if it held the secrets of life as she repeated the words. A tingle rushed across her skin and up her arm, then a tiny flame of pure white flickered to life in her palm.  
 
    “I did it! Xi, look!” Some of her happiness faded when she realized he wasn’t smiling anymore. “What? Did I do it wrong?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I’ve just never known anyone to get it their first try.” He passed his fingertips through the flame, a considering expression in his eyes. “I want you to try something.” 
 
    Closing her hand, she extinguished the fire and waited. 
 
    “Do you remember the columns in the sitting room?” 
 
    “With the vines?” She nodded. “What about them?” 
 
    “Close your eyes and imagine yourself standing next to them.” 
 
    Though she wasn’t sure exactly where the experiment was going, she trusted her mate implicitly. So, she closed her eyes and envisioned the ivory columns that stretched all the way up to the ceiling. As she pictured herself standing there in the middle of them, a rush of power swept through her, like electricity coursing through her veins. Darkness closed in around her, squeezed her, and suddenly, she was falling, tumbling into an endless void.  
 
    The sensation lasted for only a heartbeat before the world came rushing back, and she found her feet planted firmly on the ground—right between the two columns.  
 
    “Holy shit! Did I just transport?” 
 
    “You did.” Entering the room through the ivy-covered archway, Xi looked both impressed and confused. “I don’t know how, but you did.” Stopping mere inches from her, he brushed her windblown hair back from her face and tilted her head up to claim her lips. “You’re a natural, fayah.”  
 
    It felt natural, easy, like she’d always had this power and had just needed someone to unlock it for her. Never in her life had she felt so strong, so comfortable in her own skin. Never had she felt more alive.  
 
    “Thank you for teaching me, and for sharing your magic with me. Does it always feel so incredible?” 
 
    “I guess it’s been so long I don’t really think about it anymore, but…yes.” Those beautiful gray eyes clouded, and he shook his head almost sadly. “I’m glad to hear you say that. I was afraid you might regret leaving Earth.” 
 
    “No.” She placed her hand over his heart and smiled. “I have no regrets.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    Despite everything that had happened in her life, she wouldn’t change a moment of it, even if she could. “How can I regret anything when it led me to you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    The dress hugged every curve, dip, valley, and swell of Cynda’s body. She’d been working on it for weeks, making sure every stitch was exactly right before her big day. Of course, being able to use magic to create and adjust the design had helped tremendously. 
 
    She’d drawn inspiration from both Earth and Xenthian, combining and merging cultures and traditions. The result was nothing short of spectacular.  
 
    The jade-green bodice molded to her torso like a second skin. She’d kept the neckline modest enough, but she had removed the outer panels, replacing them with delicate cords of pure gold that crisscrossed up her sides. The bell skirt in matching gold flared out from her hips and trailed out behind her in an elegant train. With a little help from Xi, she’d bewitched the material to sparkle and shine like the markings on his arm.  
 
    No one apart from her family and a couple of palace attendants had seen the dress, but somehow, word had spread. She had the feeling she could thank Jael for that, but she couldn’t have been more thrilled. Requests from all over the planet had started arriving just days ago, and already, she had weeks of consultations and fittings scheduled.  
 
    She’d even received a personal request from the queen herself, which, of course, took priority.  
 
    Even better, she would be compensated for her work. Now that Xenthian had officially converted their currency to credits so they could begin trading with the Alliance, that meant she could finally pay back what she owed.  
 
    Jael wouldn’t like it—she’d already made several arguments against any sort of repayment—but Cynda wouldn’t take no for an answer. Jael could donate the credits to a worthy charity for all she cared, but it was important to her that she reconciled her debts.  
 
    Music began to play, a melodic tune that brought to mind happy summer days.  
 
    Lifting her head and pulling her shoulders back, Cynda released a shaky breath as she walked forward to meet her mate at the foot of a set of wide, marble stairs.  
 
    If she needed any further proof that they belonged together, this was it. Xi had listened when she’d spoken of the old weddings that she found so romantic. Then, he’d done his best to replicate what she’d described in excruciating detail. 
 
    Sashes of green and gold had been draped around the ivory columns in the great hall of the Emerald Palace, and soft, twinkling lights had been spelled to float near the arched ceiling. Luminescent flower petals covered the floor, and bouquets of shimmering, gold blooms lined the steps that led up to the raised dais at the front of the hall.  
 
    A seven-tiered cake waited for her just beyond the large double doors.   
 
    It was everything she’d dreamed it would be and so much more.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Xi whispered as he took her hand and led her up the steps to where Vasere Snowden waited. 
 
    “Thanks. So do you.” Wait, no, that wasn’t right. “I mean, not beautiful. You look handsome. More than handsome.” Shit, she really needed to just stop talking. “You look…” 
 
    “Great?” 
 
    Cynda smiled, and a little of her nerves settled at his teasing tone. “Yes, you look great.” 
 
    He’d kept the leather pants he’d like so much on Earth, but for the occasion, he’d altered the usual black to a deep green. His tunic matched the gold in her dress, and she might have made the material a little tighter than was traditional to show off his muscular physique. He’d left his hair loose so that it brushed against his shoulders but had added two small braids laced with gold thread on either side. 
 
    Vasere Snowden cleared his throat, and a hush fell over the hall.  
 
    It still amazed her that so many people had come to celebrate with them. She’d expected only their family and maybe a few of Xi’s fellow sentries, but she swore half the Southern Isle was in attendance.  
 
    She’d also expected some lofty speech from the Vasere, but he simply smiled and pressed an emerald stone the size of her fist into Xi’s waiting palm.  
 
    “Take my hand, fayah.” 
 
    She grasped his hand, trapping the stone between them.  
 
    “I promise to love you every day until my last breath,” Xi said, his voice carrying out over the crowd. “I vow to be your protector and your champion, to bring you only joy, to lend you strength and comfort in the storm. I will walk beside you always, in this life and into the next.” He brushed the back of his hand down her cheek with a heartbreakingly tender expression. “From now until forever, I am yours.” 
 
    Cynda knew what came next. She’d been rehearsing her part for days. After hearing her mate’s declaration, however, the words she’d chosen felt trite and inadequate.  
 
    “I promise to love you every day until my last breath,” she said in a trembling voice that still managed to echo throughout the hall. “Where you go, so shall I. Where you lead, I will follow.” Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears as she placed her unoccupied hand over his heart. “I will be your light during dark days, your peace in troubled times. I promise to lift you up when your burdens are heavy and to remind you of your worth when you can’t see it for yourself. From now until forever, I am yours.” 
 
    Xi bent to claim her lips in a gentle kiss, then chanted the binding words that would unite them.  
 
    The stone between their joined hands warmed as it pulsed with a magnificent light that refracted over the floor of the dais. Beams of bright gold flowed from the Adderstone, the strands twining together as the light wrapped around their hands and wrists in intricate knots.  
 
    When the glow faded, and the stone cooled, Xi jerked her forward by their still-joined hands and slanted their mouths together in a wholly inappropriate kiss considering their audience.  
 
    Cynda kissed him right back. 
 
    Cheers and whistles exploded from the crowd, making her laugh as she broke the kiss to give them all a little wave. This was her home now. These were her people. Even though she was an outsider, they’d welcomed her with open arms.  
 
    She might be immortal now, but that was one debt she’d never be able to repay no matter how long she lived.  
 
    Winding an arm around her waist, Xi tucked her against his side and kissed the top of her head. “Are you happy, fayah?” 
 
    “Gloriously happy.” She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes and smiled. “I love you, Xi. So much.” 
 
    “I love you,” he replied. “More than anything.” 
 
    This was fayah. For the first time, she truly understood the meaning of the word. It was perfect, and consuming, and it filled her very soul with a radiance that could never be extinguished.  
 
    “What about you?” Pressing closer, she wound her arms around him and rested her head on his shoulder. “Are you happy?” 
 
    A finger slid under her chin, a move she’d become familiar with since meeting her mate. She tilted her head up obediently and met his gaze.  
 
    “As always, when I am with you,” he murmured, “I am utterly spellbound.” 
 
    THE END 
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